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Damaged. Rebellious. Vengeful.

 

When Rideon’s scheme to rescue his brother goes horribly wrong, he forms a new plan—one that turns former allies into foes. Rebelling against the rule of the cunning thief king, he steals the dreaded Thief’s Blade and leads a dangerous faction of the guild on a new mission. But the past isn’t done with Rideon. A new opportunity for vengeance beckons.

 

After the ambitious son of a noble offers a tempting deal, a deadly bargain is struck, leading Rideon down a treacherous path. Can he resist the call of darkness, control the magic of his cursed amulet, and hold together his growing band of followers? Or will one final gamble bring about the end of Rideon the Red Hand?
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PROLOGUE

It is difficult to finish my record of events. The tip of my quill skips erratically across the rough, warped parchment. The pages of my book are damaged and mostly unreadable. The daylight filtering through the hole in the wall above me fades. Just another reminder that my time is running out, that the one thread connecting me to the past is about to be severed. This is my last entry.

From somewhere nearby I hear the voices of my companions, their indistinct words echoing hollowly through the caverns and offshooting passages of the cave. The waterfall tumbling down the face of the rock outside adds its own rushing, roaring noise. The light spray of its mist is carried on the evening breeze through the crevice that serves as my window to the outdoors.

I sit alone on the cold stone floor with my book balanced across my knees and try to decide what to write down in the little empty space that is left to me. To record it all is impossible. But which events are the most important? My mind swirls in confusion.

The magic amulet glares up at me, its soft purple glow a distraction. It lies on the floor where I’ve dropped it. Will I put it on again? Or is it better to resist? To preserve what little remains of my former self?

I’m not even sure the past is worth preserving. Even my little leather-bound book now seems a pathetic attempt to capture and save what is already lost…


CHAPTER ONE

The silver glow of the full moon in the clear night sky was trying to betray me. I wore all black and clung to the deepest shadows lining the way. But I felt exposed and conspicuous as I followed the lonely road winding toward Selbius Castle at the top of the hill. Maybe I should have waited for a darker night or a later hour. But every moment that passed was another moment Ferran spent in captivity. I could no longer wait idle, hoping for some miracle, for some unreliable ally to deliver him back to me. I had to take action.

I gripped the coil of rope on my shoulder and kept my eyes open for anything that moved on the surrounding landscape. I half feared Ada would come running after me, having woken and discovered I had slipped from my blankets and crept out of our room above the Ravenous Wolf. But there was no soft patter of feet running up the street behind me. The only footsteps I heard were my own, echoing faintly across the cobbles.

No one would anticipate this move, I was sure. They would expect me to rest and recover my strength. My throat was still sore, my skin raw from the rope that had been twisted around my neck mere hours ago. Had it been only this morning that I had been caught in a failed assassination attempt and executed? My enemies had left me hanging from a tree, presumed dead. The quick thinking of my friends, cutting me down and carrying me to safety, had saved me.

But more than my friends, it was the magic amulet I had to thank. My mind skittered away from the unsettling thought. I could imagine the charm now, glowing warmly inside the handkerchief I had bundled it up in before stowing it in the bottom of a trunk back in my room. I couldn’t bring myself to wear the thing anymore. This time there was no question whether the gift from a crazy old riverwoman had revived me. I had been fully dead, and the amulet had returned me to life. But immortality came with a price. Every time the amulet brought me back, it took away a piece of me. It stole my memories. Even my recollection of the past few weeks was fuzzy now.

As the long shadow of the castle wall fell over me, I shook aside the thought. There was no room in tonight’s plan for distractions. I had to focus on the purpose before me. I could work out what to do about the amulet later.

I could see the gates up ahead, but I had no intention of taking the usual entrance into the courtyard surrounding the keep. I would never gain admittance at this hour. More importantly, I didn’t want the guards at the gate to remember me.

Instead, I cut around back, circling the wall to approach from the rear. Here I could see the edge of Deerwood, the praetor’s private hunting grounds, spreading out behind the castle. The forest looked peaceful bathed in moonlight. Still I shuddered. It was strange to look upon the place where I had so recently died by violence even if my death hadn’t been permanent.

Returning my attention to the high barrier before me, I was relieved to see the stone blocks making up the wall were as rough and uneven as I remembered. It shouldn’t be too difficult to find hand and footholds in the crevices between the rocks. I craned my head back. It was going to be a long climb. Once I wouldn’t have dreamed of attempting it. But I’d had some practice in scaling walls lately. I was confident I could make it.

Resettling the coil of rope on my shoulder—I would need that later—I began my ascent. I didn’t hurry, carefully choosing one handhold, then another. I refused to imagine what might happen if any guards patrolling the grounds wandered this way. The distance between me and the ground widened. My muscles soon grew tired from the tension of holding my weight. The rough rock scraped my hands where I hadn’t dared to wear gloves for fear they would interfere with my grip. I was careful not to look down.

It seemed I had been climbing forever when, suddenly, the top of the wall loomed above me. I pulled myself over the edge and took a moment to catch my breath. The ledge where I perched was about two feet wide, big enough that I could relax for a moment and prepare for my descent down the other side. The courtyard below seemed a dizzying distance away and was paved with cobbles. There would be no surviving a fall from this height—not now that I wasn’t wearing my magic amulet anymore. Without the charm, I was painfully aware of my vulnerability. Yet I didn’t regret leaving it behind. I needed a clear head tonight.

As the cool evening breeze played over me, drying the sweat on my forehead, I eased myself over the side and began my descent. This was faster than coming up, but I had the disadvantage of having to look down to see where I was going. Luckily, the courtyard below was empty. Nothing moved in the moonlight.

As soon as my feet touched the cobbles, I was off. With no time to collect my breath, I melted into the shadows and followed the curving wall leading me closer to the keep. There were several smaller buildings of the same gray stone as the rest of the castle, but I avoided those. I didn’t know who lived in them or whether they might be soldiers’ barracks. There was only one place I needed to break into tonight, and that was the keep itself.

I saw it up ahead, the tallest building encircled by the outer walls. I had visited it once before, under the light of day. I recognized the wide steps leading to the entrance. The front would be guarded I knew. So I didn’t approach it directly but cut around behind the stables and neared the keep from behind. This direction suited me well, because it brought me to the tower room on the corner.

Here I faced the last challenge that stood between me and my goal. Scaling the side of the keep itself would be more difficult than climbing the outer wall around the courtyard. The keep was higher, the window letting into the tower room above impossibly far away. But I couldn’t let that deter me. If my information was right, Ferran was in that tower. Nothing but this last climb stood between my brother and me.

I knew this area wouldn’t be as unguarded as all the rest. This was the praetor of Ellesus’s keep, and as I knew all too well, there had recently been an attempt on his life. His castle would not be unwatched. I found a cluster of shrubs to hide in and waited, watching the battlements above. This part might be easier if I had brought along a companion to help. But I wasn’t willing to risk bringing Ada or any of my thief friends. Not because I was concerned for their safety but because it would increase the chances of our being caught. It was easier for one to be invisible than two.

I didn’t have long to wait in the bushes before a pair of silhouettes passed along the edge of the castle roof and disappeared again. Smothering my impatience, I waited some more, timing how long it took them to circle back around. After they passed by once more, I leaped into action. As soon as they were gone from view, I abandoned my hiding place and began my climb up the face of the keep. I would have a limited amount of time to make this climb before the guards returned.

I was right to expect a harder ascent. I had only gotten a short distance off the ground when I lost my grip and fell, hitting the earth with a soft thud. Luckily, I hadn’t fallen far. I rolled to my feet, ignoring the pain where I had landed on my shoulder. I whipped off my cloak and anything else that might add weight and tossed the articles into the bushes. It was just as well I had already left my magic bow and quiver of arrows back at my lodgings.

Now I began the steep climb again. I hadn’t lost much time, but my confidence was shaken. Not only was this wall higher than the one before it but I was already tired from my earlier efforts. Muscle weakness and trembling in my limbs set in quickly. The knowledge that I had to hurry made me clumsy. More than once I trusted my weight to a bad toehold and had to scramble to find another before I could take a second fall. I was high enough now I wouldn’t walk away from another tumble.

I kept my eyes fixed on the ledge below the small window in the tower. That destination gradually grew closer until, finally, I reached out and caught the stone lip with my fingers and hoisted myself up to it.

There was no glass or even bars over the opening. I supposed it was considered impossible anyone would enter this way. There was only a thick bit of red tapestry flapping like a curtain in the wind. I thrust this aside with one arm and quietly slid feetfirst over the ledge and into the darkness beyond. The interior was inky black after the pale moonlight outside. I blinked, my eyes struggling to adjust to the deep shadows.

Slowly I became accustomed enough to the dimness to make out my surroundings. The room’s few furnishings stood out as indistinct shapes. A tall cupboard was nearby, the sort of cabinet where clothes might be kept. There was also a trunk beside the window and a stool drawn up to a small table. The scattering of books across the table showed that at least the room’s occupant had been provided with some means of entertaining himself. But I noted with distaste the familiar smells of confinement, an indicator that despite its single window, the room was not well aired or frequently cleaned.

I took in these details, but my real interest was focused on the narrow bed in the center of the room. A skinny figure slept among the tangle of blankets. My spirits leapt as I recognized the tousled head peeking out from under those blankets. How many times had I seen my brother sleeping just like that in a round tower room very similar to this one—a place that had been a prison to both of us for far too long?

Moved by the memory, it was a moment before I could stiffen up my feelings enough to cross the room and shake the sleeping figure awake.

“Ferran, I’ve come for you! I’m going to get you out of here. Wake up,” I whispered urgently.

My brother’s eyes opened, and he gave a startled yelp. Fortunately, the noise was muffled beneath the hand I had placed over his mouth as a precaution.

“Luka! How did you get in here?” he asked, quickly lowering his voice at my shushing sounds.

I didn’t admonish him for calling me by my old name. Although our new identities were supposed to be Rideon and Ardeon now, he still called me Luka sometimes and in my head I still thought of him as Ferran. Besides, if there was anyone around to hear us right now, we would have much bigger problems than names to worry about.

“Are you all right? Have they hurt you?” I asked quietly, ignoring his question.

“No. But I’m not allowed to leave the room and nobody comes in, except a few servants who bring me food,” he said. “I don’t like it here. It reminds me of that other place.”

“I know,” I said, thinking of the Eyeless Tower. “Have you seen the praetor?”

“Who?”

I didn’t explain. Obviously the praetor of Ellesus, who was holding my brother here as a potential political pawn, hadn’t bothered to look in on his prisoner personally.

“Listen,” I said. “Does anyone guard you?”

“Only Valko. He’s usually just outside the door,” answered Ferran.

Valko. Greater than the surprise of learning the room was guarded by our old enemy with the scarred chin was my dismay at learning the exit was blocked. I had hoped to get Ferran out by a safer route than the way I had entered.

Gesturing for him to be still, I tiptoed across the room and pressed my ear to the thick wooden door. I heard nothing. Slowly, carefully, I tried the handle. Unsurprisingly, it was locked. Just as well. I wasn’t prepared to fend off Valko and any other castle servants he might summon if he saw me. It had always been an unrealistic hope to leave this way. Even assuming we could make it past the door and its guard, I wasn’t familiar with this part of the castle. I would never have been able to find an exit in the dark.

I went back to Ferran. “We’re going to have to go through the window,” I told my brother, unrolling the coil of rope I had been carrying over my shoulder in case of this very situation.

“I’m going to put this around you and lower you to the ground,” I said.

Ferran’s eyes widened, but he didn’t argue as I helped him clamber up onto the edge of the window and looped the rope under his arms.

“Don’t be scared,” I said. “I’m not going to let you fall. Just don’t look down.”

He nodded wordlessly. I knew a moment’s apprehension as he climbed out the window. He had always been afraid of heights. But there was unquestioning trust in his eyes as he watched me brace myself against his weight. The rope grew taut, and I began slowly feeding the line out the window. Ferran sank lower until the top of his head disappeared from view.

For a tense couple of minutes there was no sound but the rough sound of the rope sliding through my hands and over the ledge. I wished I had worn gloves for this part. My brother was heavier than he looked, and the line soon began to burn and bite into my hands.

I estimated Ferran was about halfway to the ground when an unexpected clanking noise interrupted the silence. I froze, my heart skipping a full beat. The sound had come from the door. It took me a second to realize what was happening. The clanking, scratching noise was the sound of a key in the lock. Someone was coming in.

We couldn’t be caught in this vulnerable position.

I had only an instant to free my hands by hastily tying the taut rope around the nearby bedpost, holding Ferran in place. Then I faced the opening door.

A dark figure appeared in the doorway, outlined by the faint light from the corridor. He didn’t wear the three-cornered hat or the cloak I had last seen him in, and his face was cast in shadow. But I didn’t need to see the details to sense who I was facing—Valko, the man with the scarred chin who had been pursuing us since the beginning.

He only paused in the doorway for a moment, taking in the scene before him. Then he ran into the room, charging right at me. A glint of steel warned he had a knife in his hand. But there was no time to draw my own short blade from my belt. I could only leap aside at the last instant. As he struggled to stop his momentum and turn on me, I grabbed his collar from behind. With all my strength, I slung him roughly into the wall beside the window. I heard a ringing crack as his head struck stone, and then he collapsed into a still heap.

It had all happened so fast there had been no time to think. I had acted purely on instinct. Now I nudged my enemy with my foot. He was still breathing but appeared to be unconscious. At least he hadn’t had the chance to shout an alarm. The door stood open behind him, but no other intruders came charging in. I had bought us a little more time. Ferran must be wondering why he had stopped moving and what was going on up here as he dangled suspended halfway down the wall. I could still get him to the ground before anyone else caught us.

There was just one thing I had to do first. As I stood over my fallen enemy, thinking of all the times he had nearly killed us, I knew I had to finish him. He would never stop hunting us until I did. It went against the grain to kill someone while he was unconscious and helpless. But for this man I would make an exception.

I drew the small knife from my belt and knelt over Valko. But before I could make another move, there came an unexpected noise—the terrible sound of rope sliding. I turned to see that my hastily tied knot around the bedpost had come undone.


CHAPTER TWO

Frozen in horror, I watched the remaining length of rope slip free of the bedpost and begin sliding over the window ledge.

“Ferran!” I cried.

In the space of a few breaths, I recovered my senses enough to rush across the room and catch the line. The rough cord bit painfully into my hands, burning my fingers and palms as I struggled to slow my brother’s fall.

It was too late. I had hardly snatched the rope when it grew slack and I felt the weight at the other end hit the ground with awful speed. My heart stopped. A sick feeling rushed over me. I leaned out the window, terrified of what I would see. The cruel moon chose that moment to dip behind a cloud. I could make out nothing but darkness in the grounds below.

“Ferran!” I shouted desperately into the shadows, no longer caring whether my voice drew unwanted attention.

There was no answer. I had to find out what had happened. On legs that felt made of water, I went to secure the end of the line to the bedpost—tightly this time. My hands shook so badly I could hardly form the knot. When I had finished, I clambered over the ledge, holding on to the rope, and half climbed, half slid down to the ground.

I reached the bottom, landing on my feet with a hard thud that sent pain shooting up my ankles. My hands were numb from rope burn and sticky with something that was probably blood from my raw palms. I had been in such a clumsy hurry I hardly knew what I was doing on the climb down. I just kept wondering what I would find waiting for me.

I stumbled around in the darkness, looking for my brother. I hadn’t gone far when I tripped over something—a still form sprawled across the ground. Ferran.

I dropped to my knees and shook my brother. I spoke his name and cradled his head in my arms. But he remained limp and unmoving. With a feeling of unreality, I felt for his pulse and found none. Ferran was gone.


* * *




I should have felt pain or anger. But at that moment, all emotion seemed to drain out of me. I fumbled for the magic amulet at my neck with a vague idea of putting it on my brother. Then I remembered I no longer wore the charm. It couldn’t bring him back now anyway.

Dimly I grew aware of a noise in the distance, the sound of many approaching feet. I recalled I was in enemy territory and had been yelling Ferran’s name. Moreover, I had left behind an injured man who had probably revived and summoned the praetor’s guards. I had to get out of here. If I lingered any longer, I would be captured.

With a hollow feeling of detachment, I laid Ferran down and got to my feet. I couldn’t bring him with me. There would be no way to carry him over the castle wall that still stood between me and safety. As quickly as that, my escape plan clicked into place, the instinct for survival driving out all other thought. I welcomed the single, unemotional purpose. I must evade the guards. I must reach the outer wall and the safety beyond.

I slipped away into the shadows, without looking back. I left Ferran behind for the last time.


* * *




Later, I could hardly remember how I escaped. Somehow I melted into the night, avoiding the soldiers searching the grounds for an intruder. I summoned the strength to ascend the outer wall on limbs that were no longer weak or trembling. I must have been going off sheer adrenaline, because by this time my muscles should have had all the climbing they could take.

Before I knew it, I was back on the grassy knoll overlooking the small Deerwood forest. I rounded the castle, following the road downhill toward town but taking care not to get too close to the street. It might soon be filled with searchers.

When I reached the main part of the city, I clung to crooked backstreets and alleys, making for the common district and the ragged quarter. I passed decaying lodging houses and filthy moonlit courtyards, before reaching the familiar sight of the Ravenous Wolf. I shared a room with Ada above the tavern. The place was eerily silent at this hour, its windows shuttered and no light escaping from within. I crept around the building and went through a low gate and into the cobbled yard. As I passed a small storage shed, anxious whining and snuffling sounds from inside told me that Ilan, the hound dog Ferran had adopted, must have heard my arrival. She gave an inquiring yip, but I didn’t stop to quiet her.

I let myself in the back door of the tavern, crossed the empty common area, and climbed the narrow stairway leading to the lodgings above. My friend Ada woke when I entered the dark room we shared. Until recently, Ferran had shared it with us.

But I wouldn’t think of that. I didn’t bother trying to be stealthy as I came in. While Ada used her magic to create a glowing orb of light, illuminating the room, she asked where I had been. Briefly and matter-of-factly I told her what had happened. I felt nothing as I watched tears slip down her cheeks. She had been fond of Ferran but naturally not as close to him as I. Why then was she more affected than me? She had questions about the details of the death, but I pretended not to hear them. I didn’t have the energy to go into it.

I went to a wooden chest that stood below the room’s single dirty window. I had bought the trunk recently because we had so few furnishings or places to stow our belongings. Lifting back the lid, I looked down at the knotted kerchief resting inside the box. A faint purple glow emanated from it. But I didn’t touch the bundle containing the magic amulet the riverwoman had given me. If I had put it around Ferran’s neck long ago, instead of my own, he might be alive now. Of course, I wouldn’t be. I rubbed my throat, where the rope that was used to hang me only a day ago had left a ring of raw skin. I wondered whether if I put the amulet on right now, it would purge the memory of what had happened back at the castle. It had taken away so many happy memories from my past. Maybe it could take away bad ones too. Maybe it could make me forget Ferran ever existed at all. But I didn’t put it on. I only looked and thought.

I was dimly aware of a soft knock at the door. Behind me, Ada answered it. After a moment, I overhead her conversing in soft tones with whoever stood out in the hall. I recognized the newcomer’s voice without needing to turn around and look. It was Javen, another friend and fellow member of the local thieves’ guild. Ada’s tone became insistent. They were arguing about something. I drew my mind back from Ferran and the amulet and listened to what they were saying.

“He demands everyone be there,” Javen was saying. “It’s an urgent guild meeting. He’s in a rage about something, and I don’t know what he’ll do to anyone who doesn’t answer the call.”

There was no question of who was meant by “he.” The thief king ruled our guild with an iron fist, and none dared disobey his summons. There was also no need to ask where the meeting was occurring. Ever since the city guard had raided the thieves’ old den, their current favorite hideout was an ancient temple in old town. That was where these meetings usually happened.

“Rideon is in no condition to go,” Ada insisted. She dropped her voice but not so low that I couldn’t hear her add, “His brother just died.”

“I’ll attend the meeting.” I interrupted loudly. My voice sounded strangely flat and unemotional.

I needed to get out of this room and go somewhere busy, someplace where I could be distracted from wondering if Ferran’s lifeless body had been discovered yet and how our enemies would dispose of it. Filled with a sudden restless energy, I snatched my magic bow from the corner where it rested against the wall. Here was one enchanted object I didn’t resent.

Over Ada’s concerned protests, I joined her and Javen in leaving the Ravenous Wolf and heading out toward the meeting place. As the three of us followed the dark, crooked streets leading toward the most ancient part of the city, I could tell by my friends’ silence that they were worried about me. They thought I shouldn’t be getting on with business immediately after losing my little brother. They probably thought I should still be resting and recovering anyway from my “death” the day before.

But I needed to keep moving. My body was sore and tired; my eyes were aching and dry. But my mind demanded distraction.

The sky was lightening from black to deep gray as we passed through the crumbling gates and into the abandoned old town. This always seemed a strangely silent place, a pocket of stillness in the middle of an otherwise bustling city. The earliest inhabitants of Selbius had dwelt here once. But they had been wiped out by a plague hundreds of years ago. More recent residents had built the rest of the town, leaving this area vacant. The dark ruins of old houses stood like hollow shells lining either side of the way. As we walked up the row toward the remains of the temple, I felt much like these desolate buildings, an empty frame with nothing inside.

Embracing this strange state of non-feeling, I took the temple steps two at a time and entered the torchlit interior. The place held a couple hundred thieves milling around, a combination of friends and almost strangers who I knew only by face or name.

A large brazier of hot coals stood at the center of the room. Its flames and those of torches mounted at intervals along the wall cast patterns of light and shadow dancing across the stone walls. The low hum of voices echoed up to the ceiling high overhead. The snatches of conversation I overheard as I pushed through the gathering made it clear no one was quite sure why they had been summoned so unexpectedly.

I made my way to the front of the crowd, where I had a view of the thief king sitting on his throne-like chair at the head of the room. His famous black blade rested on a block at his side. The Thief’s Blade as we called it was the symbol of the head of the guild. None but the captain of the thieves could wield it. The sword was generally used to mete out cruel justice on those who crossed the guild or its leader. More than once I had nearly felt its bite.

The thief king looked agitated as he watched his followers continue to trickle in. His one good eye seemed to burn with angry intensity. The other eye was hidden behind a leather patch surrounded by scarred skin stretching from cheek to brow. Rumor had it the disfigurement was the result of a fight between the thief leader and a follower who betrayed him and attempted to take control of the guild. It was said the traitor had thrust a torch into the thief king’s face. I knew that betrayer’s heart now rested in a clay jar in a crypt below the temple.

“I trust our captain will eventually let us know what we’re gathered here for,” I said to the shaggy-haired young man I found myself shoulder to shoulder with. Kinsley was a friend, one of my best within the guild, despite the fact we had nearly killed one another the first time we met.

Before Kinsley could answer, the thief king leapt suddenly from his seat. He must have decided enough of us were assembled for whatever he had in mind.

He paced in front of us with an air of barely contained ferocity, like a hungry wolf.

His voice rang across the room. “We have a thief in our midst.”

His accusation was followed by a brief silence, then uncertain laughter from guild members who thought he was joking. They were mistaken.

“There is a traitor among us,” he continued, eyeing us all with a scowl. “Someone has robbed me and also each of you, stealing from the treasure hoard.”

He was talking about the pile of stolen goods and coins heaped in the crypt below. It was considered to be the shared property of the guild, the result of all our work. But in reality, it was treated as more or less the thief king’s private treasure.

“One of you knows who the betrayer is,” the thief leader continued, slowing his pacing to examine each of us in turn.

I felt a stirring of some uncertain emotion as his sharp gaze swept over me before passing on to the next man. I knew exactly who had sneaked down into the crypt and carried away the missing items. It was me. Thinking to make safe my future and Ferran’s in case things went wrong with the guild, I had recently siphoned away a tiny part of the thief king’s riches and stowed them in a safe place.

Did he guess it was me? I should have been afraid at the thought. Instead, the idea of a clash with the cruel captain of the thieves sent a little thread of excitement through me. I couldn’t survive such a confrontation. But defiance and the anger that came with it would be a relief. It would feel good to fight.

For the first time since it happened, I was able to block out the haunting image of Ferran’s trusting face as I lowered him out the window. I stopped remembering all the times I had promised to protect him. I focused instead on the words of the thief king, as he walked up and down, ranting at all of us, threatening torture and death on anyone who withheld information. Despite all his raving, no one gave me up as the thief. No one but Ada knew what I had done, and I was confident that she, at least, would say nothing.

Listening to the thief king’s shouts, I fed this new streak of rebellion. I stoked my resentment against the guild leader, desperate for someone to hate, some new battle to fight. Anything to take away the terrifying emptiness that threatened to engulf me when I thought of Ferran.

After a while, the leader of the guild ended his tirade. Although he was clearly unsatisfied with the lack of results, he let us disperse with a warning that he would be watching all of us. He would find the traitor, he swore.

While everyone was making their way outside, I saw Ada waiting for me on the temple steps. I didn’t go to her. Instead, I veered around a corner and hid among the shadows of the soaring columns just inside the entrance. I waited here, concealed until Ada finally gave up and left. All the thieves departed. Even after I saw the thief king go, I stayed in my hiding spot. Someone could be watching, waiting to see if the mysterious traitor would make his move and attempt to get into the treasure room again. I would outwait them.

It wasn’t until a golden dawn chased away the last shade of night that I finally emerged from behind the columns. The place was empty. I was sure of it.

I crossed the temple, but it wasn’t toward the treasure room I went. That could be reached by sliding aside a large statue behind the ancient altar and descending a set of hidden stairs into the crypt. But I wasn’t interested in riches right now. I had my eye on a different kind of valuable. I went to the thief king’s vacant throne and picked up the ceremonial black-bladed sword resting beside it.

It wasn’t until the Thief’s Blade was in my hand that I fully realized the growing idea in the back of my mind. I was going to challenge the leadership of the thief king.


CHAPTER THREE

Maybe it was a sudden streak of courage that made me bold enough to snatch the Thief’s Blade. Or possibly it was because I no longer had anything to lose. Maybe I half hoped to be caught and killed by the thief king. For whatever reason, I carried the sword openly through old town and then down the busy streets of the common district. On crowded roads and in the broad light of day, I dared someone to notice it, to report my rebellious act to the guild leader.

I saw no one I knew along the way, but I knew that would change. The Ravenous Wolf was silent as I approached the ugly building with its bowed upper story sagging over the lower level. The wooden sign hanging above the door, bearing the likeness of a snarling wolf’s head, squealed on rusty hinges as it swung in the morning breeze. It was one of the rare times of day when few people were about. Last night’s patrons would have gone home in the early hours, and tonight’s visitors wouldn’t arrive until later in the day. Eventually they would come for the food and drinks and to gamble over the vicious beast fights that took place in a great pit indoors. This was a popular place for the thieves from the guild to spend their evenings. When they arrived, I meant them to see me with the infamous black sword. There was no doubt word would spread quickly after that and the thief king would soon learn who now carried the Thief’s Blade.

Letting myself into the walled yard and through the back door, I found the common room empty, except for Ada, who was busily sweeping the floor. She worked here as part of her deal for lodging upstairs rent free. Another part of her job was to pocket the customers’ valuables when they got careless. She passed those on to the owner of the establishment and sometimes to the thief king himself, who had arranged her place here.

I had hoped to slip by Ada and go upstairs to get a few hours of sleep. This past night had been a long one. But she caught me halfway up the stairs.

“We need to talk,” she said, thrusting her broom in front of me to block my way.

“Later,” I said, sighing and rubbing wearily at my forehead with one hand. I was in no mood for conversation.

Ada’s gaze dropped to my other hand, the one that gripped the stolen weapon. Her eyes widened. “Is that…?”

“Yes, it’s the Thief’s Blade. I stole it.”

She shook her head. “You’re mad,” she said. “You know what the thief king’s capable of for lesser offenses than this. Why would you provoke him at such a time?”

“Why do you think?” I asked resignedly, pushing her broom aside and shoving my way upstairs. My rush of nervous energy from earlier had passed, and I felt only exhaustion. The sword suddenly seemed such a heavy weight I considered abandoning it on the stairs.

Ada followed after me. She would say no more now, but I knew as soon as we were safely in the privacy of our room she would lecture me on my reckless behavior. I was in no fit state to argue, because even I knew what I had done was foolish. Now that my anger had seeped away and adrenaline no longer rushed through my veins, what I had just done seemed without purpose. With Ferran gone, all things were pointless.

I strangled the thought. I wouldn’t dwell on my brother or wonder whether his corpse was under the ground yet. I must think of anything but that.

I entered our room, dropped my sword and bow in the corner, and collapsed onto the pile of blankets that served as my bed. If I could get a little sleep, maybe my head would be clearer when I woke. I turned my back on Ferran’s empty pallet next to mine, instead facing toward the trunk that held my belongings. My magic amulet was in that box. I wondered again if putting it on would dim the memory of my guilt and failure, as it had taken away so many other memories.

Ada was pacing the floor, I realized. She was talking, not to me, but at my back. She insisted I was maddened by grief and didn’t know what I was doing. That was the only possible explanation for my defiance of the thief king by openly carrying his stolen sword.

“What does it matter?” I grumbled from the floor. “Why do you care so much whether I get myself killed?” Somehow it had never occurred to me before to wonder why she had always taken such interest in my well-being, why she was always questioning, prying, and scolding.

Although I couldn’t see her face from this angle, I could tell by her pause that she was taken aback by the question.

“I care because you’re my friend,” she finally said. “Because Ferran was my friend. And although it may seem a foreign concept to you, this is what friendship means. It’s looking out for each other.”

Then she resumed her pacing, going on about how she was going to pack our things and take me straight away from this city, away to Dimmingwood. We could stay with her family, she said. We’d be concealed in the forest and forgotten by the guild and its vengeful leader.

I let her rattle on and build her plans as a tide of drowsiness washed over me. I didn’t have the energy to argue. Deflated after my brief rush of anger and rebellion earlier, I was again crushed beneath a weight of remorse for failing Ferran. I drifted off to sleep with Ada’s voice droning on in the background. In my dreams I roamed the shaded paths of Dimmingwood, a peaceful, solitary spot where there was no burden of guilt, no responsibility to protect anyone but myself.


* * *




When next I woke, the late afternoon sun was slanting through the grimy window, falling across my blankets. I was disturbed by the sounds of somebody bustling around the room.

“I’ve let you sleep as long as I dared,” Ada said, a hint of apology in her voice. “But you have to get up now. I’ve packed all our things while you rested. We’ve got to get out of town while there’s still enough hours of daylight to make progress on our way—and before the thief king notices the loss of his blade.”

“Get out of town?” I mumbled, yawning. “What are you talking about?”

I rubbed my eyes, which felt dry and gritty. I had slept for hours, but it only seemed like minutes. It wasn’t until I stretched and felt the protest of my aching muscles that it all came rushing back to me—my reckless attempt to rescue Ferran, my brother’s death, my rebellion against the guild leader. I sagged beneath the load of it. If I had been unable to feel my grief earlier, I felt it now, a great weight pressing down on my chest.

Oblivious to my pain, Ada reminded me of her scheme to flee the city. All the while, she hurried around the room, stowing away the last of our possessions inside a pair of canvas traveling sacks.

“We can’t bring that trunk with us,” she said, indicating the wooden box under the window. “I’ve dumped all its contents into a traveling pack for you. Here, get up and put your boots on.”

She handed me the boots that she must have pulled off my feet after I had fallen asleep. She used to do this for Ferran, I remembered. Hustling him around and getting him dressed in the mornings. I didn’t protest being treated like a child. Just now I was in no condition to complain of anything. As if in a dream, I let her prod me along. I ate a hasty meal she set before me, put on my cloak, and had a last look around the room for anything we might have forgotten. The precious leather-bound book where I kept a record of my past was tucked safely inside an inner pocket of my cloak, alongside my map of the four provinces. My magic amulet was already in my traveling pack. The only other thing I valued, my father’s silver-and-jasper signet ring, was worn on my thumb.

I picked up my bow and the stolen Thief’s Blade that had been propped in the corner. Ada objected to that. She wanted me to abandon the sword that could bring so much trouble down on us if we were caught with it. But I clung stubbornly to the idea of taking the weapon. Keeping the blade was the one thing I was clear on. All the rest of her plans I complied with in a fog, hardly caring where I went or what I did. In the end, Ada bundled the sword up in an old blanket, hiding it from any curious eyes we might encounter on the street.

We descended the crooked stairs and skirted the noisy common room, avoiding the patrons who were beginning to gather. We had no desire to run into fellow guild members just now. Ada led us through the back door and into the enclosed yard. As we passed by the storage shed on our way toward the gate, I hesitated. Scratching, snuffling noises could be heard from behind the closed door of the building.

“I have to check something,” I told Ada, turning toward the shed.

Without awaiting a response, I left her standing in the yard while I opened the door and ducked into the shadowed interior of the shed. I was met by the eager yelps of Ilan the hound. She wagged her tail and licked at my hands. I pushed her away absently. I moved aside some bags of dried oats in the corner and kicked at the loose straw on the floor beneath them. Something metal scraped across the floor. There it was.

I bent and picked up the valuable necklace studded with blue stones that had been concealed beneath the hay. I couldn’t see them clearly in here, but I knew the gems would gleam brilliantly in better light. This was the necklace I had stolen from a certain noblewoman as part of my initiation into the thieves’ guild. Shortly before my hanging, I had swiped it again, this time from the treasure room of the thief king.

I had forgotten it in all that had happened since. But there was no point in abandoning the jewelry on our way out of the city. Someday we might have need of the money it would bring. I concealed the necklace inside the torn lining of my cloak, before slipping out the door and back into the afternoon sunshine.

Behind me, the black-and-tan hound whined as I was about to shut her up in the shadows again. I hesitated. Ferran had loved the animal. It had been cruelly abused and neglected by its original owner. For my brother’s sake, I would take it with me. I held the door open and gave a low whistle. The excited dog came running and followed Ada and me out the yard gate.

We took a long route out of the city, avoiding the busier roads where we might encounter familiar faces on our way. We passed the market and exited the city gates without incident. The long bridge spanning the lake was crowded with foot travelers and horse-drawn wagons lining up to get into the town. Selbius was on an island a little distance from the lakeshore and accessible only by boat or bridge. Little streams fed in and out of the lake, at least one of them flowing all the way to Dimmingwood. This was how I had first visited the forest, carried there on the raft of an old riverwoman.

But we traveled afoot now. That meant we had a good two days’ trek ahead before we would reach the shadows of the forest. With my bow and covered sword strapped across my back and my traveler’s pack on my shoulder, I led Ada across the crowded bridge and toward the dusty road that would eventually take us to Dimmingwood.


CHAPTER FOUR

It was an easy journey, and we covered the distance quickly. With every mile we put behind us, Ada seemed to relax. I knew what she was thinking—that we had escaped the guild. No angry thieves would be coming after us here to reclaim their leader’s symbol of power. As for me, the distraction of my new surroundings kept me from thinking about all that had happened in the past few days.

When we eventually reached the edge of the forest and the cool shadows of Dimmingwood closed over our heads, I felt a surprising sense of comfort. It was as if I had come home. I had spent only a few days in these woods before. It was here that I was once injured and hunted by a madman who I finally killed. But this was a place I didn’t associate with Ferran or the past. For the first time, my spirits climbed a little out of the pit they had sunk into and I entertained the idea there might yet be a life ahead of me. Could I build some sort of future here?

As if sensing my flicker of interest, Ada began talking to me about her family, something she had never spoken of much before. I learned that she had parents, an old grandmother, and a slew of distant relatives who all traveled together around the province, living close by one another in temporary tents and covered wagons. A family of tinkers and traders, they stopped briefly in different places but stayed nowhere long. Apparently, this was not unusual for descendants of the Skeltai tribes that lived in the wild lands across the border from the provinces. Locals distrusted the silver-haired, pointy-eared folk or sometimes resented their magic, encouraging them to keep moving. But Ada was confident we would find her family where she had last left them. Considering she had run away nearly a year ago, I wondered how much trouble she would be in on her return.

I didn’t have to wonder long, because we found Ada’s parents on our second day in the forest. Ada knew Dimmingwood well enough to lead us directly to one of the tiny woods villages dotting the area. We came across her family camped just outside the ring of cabins. It was a ragged collection of tents and wagons that met our eyes. But there was no doubting it was the right place. A handful of children, each with the same silvery hair and fair skin as Ada, were playing among the trees. When they caught sight of us, some ran off to inform their elders. Others surrounded us, chattering and seeming generally joyful at our arrival. They were particularly delighted with Ilan the hound. Ada told me above the noise of the babbling children and the happily barking dog that these were some of her little cousins.

Soon adults joined the children. There was much hugging, weeping, and welcoming. No one scolded Ada for running away. Perhaps they were just pleased to have her back. Then again, maybe it was the accepted practice for younglings of her age to stretch their wings and strike out on their own. I took the opportunity to study Ada’s parents. I saw little resemblance between Ada and her father, a tall man whose oversized nose and broad forehead were his most prominent features. But her mother, a petite woman, reminded me of an older version of Ada.

When the excitement of her relatives had subsided enough, Ada introduced me to her parents as a friend from the city. They received me kindly enough, for a stranger who was intruding on their family reunion. But I noticed Ada’s mother—her name was Myria—eyed me speculatively, doubtless wondering what sort of friendship I had with her daughter. I was told I would be given a place to stow my belongings and then I must join the family for dinner. Although the hour was late, I had no appetite and said if it was all right I would prefer to rest.

At that, Ada’s mother made one of the young boys move into his parents’ covered wagon and gave me the small tent he vacated. It seemed Ada’s father and mother had no room in their own crowded tent. Ada would be put up in her old grandmother’s wagon nearby. Seeing how closely together these folk lived and how freely they all wandered in and out of each other’s camps, I was relieved to have a space of my own, however small.

“You’re sure you won’t eat with us?” Ada asked as we parted. I could see she was worried about leaving me alone.

I assured her I wasn’t hungry and would see her in the morning. With a last doubtful glance, she left me to join her relatives, Ilan trotting off with her. Evening was falling, and little campfires were springing up all around as I ducked into the shadows of my tent. The interior was too small for standing, so I had to shove my belongings in ahead of me and then wriggle inside feetfirst. Pulling the flap closed behind me, it was a relief to be alone in the darkness. Ada’s people were kind but overwhelming, both in numbers and in noise. More than that, it was unexpectedly depressing to see her surrounded by family. It made me remember that I had none.

I pulled my small leather-bound book out of its place in the inner pocket of my cloak. It was too dark in here to read, but I lay on my back and flipped through it, following the indistinct scrawl of my handwriting across the pages. I tried to remember what I had been thinking and feeling as I had recorded my time in the Eyeless Tower. But I couldn’t. I had drowned once, and the magic amulet had revived me. I had been hanged, and again the amulet had brought me back. Every time it saved me, the magic charm, or perhaps just the process of dying itself, wiped away a piece of my memory. There was increasingly little left.

I retained a genteel accent and a few courteous and fastidious habits—the ingrained manners of my childhood. But I had lost my sense of who I was. When I closed my eyes, I could no longer picture the family castle where I lived my earliest years. I could no longer recall my mother’s face or voice, although I carried a lock of her pale hair inside a tiny compartment in my ring. The ring was my father’s signet and bore the symbol of the congraves of Camdon, a pair of battling stags. I wore the bulky piece of worked silver and jasper above the knuckle of my thumb now, because it was too big for my other fingers. My father’s hands had been large. Sometimes I remembered things like that about him, details beyond what was written in the book. Other times, they came to me only in murky, confused dreams. One day soon Ferran would fade into the shadows of my dreams as well. Then I would no longer be sure whether he had existed at all. I carefully returned the leather book to my pocket, grateful I still had at least this one connection to my past.


* * *




The following morning I slept late. I was finally awakened only by the smell of smoke and cooking food. The rumbling of my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon. I crawled out of the tent and looked around, trying to remember which of the many enclosed wagons nearby Ada had gone off to last night.

I bypassed those closest and headed for a wagon painted in garish red and yellow colors. I seemed to remember it had been pointed out to me as the grandmother’s home.

When I rapped at the back entrance to announce my presence, the door swung inward. It wasn’t Ada’s face that appeared before me but a round, wrinkled face with pale eyes that stared sightlessly out at me. I vaguely recognized the tiny old woman as Ada’s grandmother, although I hadn’t had much chance to speak to her when we were introduced last night.

“Good morning, mistress,” I said politely. “I’ve come to see Ada.”

Despite a few gaps where she was missing teeth, the blind old woman flashed a smile that was as bright as the orange scarf in her hair. “Well, I didn’t think it was me you came to see, young man.” She laughed. “Come in, come in!”

She stood back and held the door wide. I didn’t immediately enter. From what I could see of the crowded interior of her home, there was no one inside but her.

“Ada is out gathering wood for the stove,” her grandmother explained. “But she’ll be back soon. We can wait for her together.”

I didn’t have any desire to sit alone with the strange old woman, but there was no way to refuse the invitation without giving offense. Reluctantly I stooped and ducked through the narrow door into the tight space inside.

There was very little room to move about. The area was packed with furniture and baskets and decorative odds and ends. There was a thick rug on the floor. A tiny bed was built into a cupboard in one wall. The other walls were lined with shelves and a table that seemed to fold back when not in use. It was hot and stuffy in here, probably due to a tiny stove in one corner where a fire raged, despite the warmth of the day. As I hovered uncertainly just inside the door, I brushed against a curtain of beads and bells suspended from the ceiling, setting off a soft tinkling sound.

“Don’t just stand there. Sit down, sit down,” urged the old woman, gesturing to a low stool near the stove.

I already felt sweat breaking out on my forehead from my proximity to the fire. All the same, I obediently removed a stack of wooden bowls resting atop the stool and sat. I hoped Ada would return soon.

“So! You are well rested from your hard journey?” asked my elderly hostess, taking a chair opposite me.

“I slept very well,” I answered politely. “But the walk from Selbius wasn’t a difficult one.”

She bobbed her head eagerly, reminding me of an excited bird. “Aye, but you and I both know you’ve come a much longer way than that. It is a far distance from a prison tower to the forest of Dimmingwood.”

Startled, I nearly flinched at the words.

She laughed, a painful high-pitched sound.

“You wonder how I know from whence you come,” she said gleefully. “You wonder what else I know. Well, I’ll tell you. I see a great deal more than folk think. You might suppose I’ve been unlucky in losing my sight. But I was born with a second, better sight, as was my mother before me. Instead of viewing what lies here now, it’s the past and the future I glimpse.”

I didn’t know what to say to this outrageous claim. The old woman was obviously mad, yet I must humor her.

“That sounds interesting,” I said. “Is Ada coming back soon?”

She grinned, again revealing the gaps between her teeth. “You think me a liar, a useless old lunatic. But how else do I know you were born in a fine castle, the eldest son and heir, now the last of a noble line? A child of good fortune they called you once. But none call you that anymore.”

I stared, feeling the blood rush to my head. Ada couldn’t have given her this information. Ada knew only the vaguest details of my past. Surprise and confusion whirled inside me. Most of all I felt threatened.

“Who told you these things?” I demanded, not caring how sharp my voice had suddenly become. I nearly grabbed the old woman, as if I could squeeze an answer out of her.

“You told them to me, congrave’s son,” she said with maddening ease, as if oblivious to my change of mood. “When you arrived with my granddaughter last night, I saw your past as soon as I met you. Yes and your future too, which is far more interesting.”

I glared, knowing she couldn’t see my menacing expression. “You must speak of this to no one,” I commanded. “I am trying to begin a new life in this province. I have no wish to be haunted by old enemies. I’m done with the past.”

“Yet the past is not done with you,” she said. “Neither is this the last time you will cross paths with my family. One of my blood, an orphaned girl child, will be a hound at your heels and a thorn in your side. But that thread belongs to a different story in your life and is not for years to come.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, angered by her random babbling. She was madder than I had thought, her mind seemingly flitting from one subject to the next.

She continued, “You must be hard on the child to form greatness in her. Teach her pain and strength, for she will need both. The survival of the province depends on it.”

Frustrated by her senseless rambling, I realized I would extract no promise of silence from her. The horrible thought arose in my mind that there was only one way to guarantee she would never reveal my identity, would never share my secrets with another. My eye fell on an iron poker leaning against the side of the stove nearby. My hand twitched toward it.

A sudden noise came from outside, the sound of leaves being shuffled and twigs being snapped beneath approaching feet. A moment later, the door swung open. Ada, her arms full of firewood, was silhouetted by the morning sunlight streaming in behind her.

Her arrival and the fresh breeze that swirled in with her instantly broke the dark spell that had woven itself over me. I felt a rush of horror at the terrible thought that had briefly filled my mind.

“Excuse me. I have to go,” I said quickly and bolted past both women and out the door. Outside, I breathed deeply of the forest air, taking in the scent of pine, leaf mold, and earth still damp with morning dew. As the light, air, and bustle of the camp around me cleared my head, reason reasserted itself. Maybe I didn’t fully remember who I was supposed to be anymore. But I was not that person in there, the one who had contemplated such a ruthless act merely to protect my secrets.

A nearby chopping sound broke through my thoughts and drew my attention to a man working at the edge of camp—one of Ada’s many cousins, I thought. He was swinging an axe over and over into the trunk of an old dead tree, chopping it for kindling. I joined him and took over the work, suddenly desperate to burn off energy.


CHAPTER FIVE

Time passed and I lost track of how many days I spent living with Ada’s family in the woods. I was treated well by her kin but never lost the sense that I was an outsider among these people. For one thing, most of them shared Ada’s ability to perform magic, which they used casually to help them in their daily lives. I stood out as a stranger, because I lacked that power. Still, I was grateful for their kindness and for finding a place of peace and safety where I had space to recover from the alternating grief and numbness that overwhelmed me since my brother’s death. My initial reactions to my loss gradually faded, but I retained one thing—my bitterness. This combined with a restless need for activity and desperation to keep busy.

Fortunately, there were plenty of chores to keep me occupied around camp. I hunted with Ada’s younger cousins, the accuracy of my magic bow helping us bring back enough game to fill the cook pots. I repaired tents, replaced wagon wheels, and dug privies. Conscious of the free food and shelter I was receiving, I made myself useful to Ada’s parents by providing fresh fish from a nearby stream and chopping firewood. Her blind old grandmother I carefully avoided, although I often saw her sitting in the back of her wagon, singing to herself and weaving baskets. I wasn’t sure if she was truly mad or if her gift for seeing what others could not only made her seem so. Either way, I couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t betray my identity to the whole camp with a few careless words. Whether anyone here would care who I had once been was doubtful, but it was a question I’d rather avoid.

The longer I stayed in the forest encampment, the more aware I became that we were not alone. This wasn’t only because a small village was nearby and the folk from our camp often did business with the locals. But we weren’t far off from one of the main roads through the forest. Frequent groups of travelers passed us by, including merchant trains, their wagons laden with valuable goods. I assessed their worth with a practiced eye. Many of the individual travelers too were apparently wealthy. As I watched them wind their way, unthreatened, down the shaded forest lanes, the beginnings of an idea formed in my mind. But I wasn’t ready to act on it yet.


* * *




One day I went into the neighboring woods village with a few of Ada’s cousins to trade with the locals. While we were there, we heard a startling rumor. Folk were saying the praetor of Ellesus had died. Immediately my mind went to the praetor’s ambitious second son Tarius, who had once persuaded me to attempt an assassination of his father. My effort had failed, but maybe Tarius had found another means of getting what he wanted. But if he’d had any hand in his father’s death, it had been subtle, for gossip said the old man had died in his sleep of natural causes.

I left my companions as soon as I heard the news and stalked off into the trees to think. In my head, I heard Tarius’s voice again, an echo of our conversation many weeks ago, at the time when he first asked me to kill his father.

“Surely you know what happens when a praetor dies? The heads of all the provinces gather for the burial as a gesture of respect to the departed ruler and the heir who replaces him. It’s traditionally a time of setting aside feuds to show unity—and an opportunity for all the praetors to feel out one another’s weaknesses. If someone had a grudge against any one of them, this would be a prime opportunity to settle it while the target was off his home ground and only lightly guarded. Think of it. The same stroke that removes my father could also be a means of drawing your own enemy within reach. Surely after what he did to your family, you would like a chance to take out your anger against the praetor of Camdon? You’ll never risk going back to your home province, but what could suit better than to bring your father’s killer to you?”

That suggestion, the chance at revenge against the praetor of Camdon, was one of the reasons I had agreed to the assassination of Tarius’s father. Ultimately, it had failed and my strike against one praetor had brought me no closer to destroying the other.

Now my heart beat faster at the thought of getting another chance. Tarius’s father had obligingly died on his own, and so he was coming—the enemy from my past. I didn’t remember much of those dark days in the Eyeless Tower or of the happier times that came before them. Only the record of events I had so carefully written in my leather-bound book reminded me of the details. But I recalled one thing with perfect clarity. The praetor of Camdon, the enemy of my father, was to blame for the downfall of my family. He had ordered my father’s execution and the imprisonment of Ferran and me. In a way, even my brother’s death had been his fault since he had set us on this path.

Suddenly I found again the sense of purpose that had eluded me since Ferran’s death. I had hidden in Dimmingwood, licking my wounds, long enough. My enemy was abandoning his safe ground and coming to Selbius. He would step into my territory, ignorant of my burning hatred and probably no longer even remembering my existence. And in so doing, he would seal his fate.

I was careful not to encounter Ada as I returned to the camp. I would say goodbye to no one for fear they would pry into my plans. They would think me ungrateful when they realized I had slipped away. But considering the dangerous scheme that lay before me, it would be best for them to have as little association with me as possible anyway. From here on out, I would be a risk to anyone who befriended me. Luckily, I thought as I gathered my few possessions from inside my tent, I had no loved ones left to endanger. Beyond a few casual friends, everyone I most cared about was dead.

The hound dog, Ilan, sniffed around my ankles as I hurried about collecting my things. She had taken to following me everywhere now that Ferran was gone. She was always underfoot, a nuisance and a painful reminder of my brother.

“Go away,” I snapped at the hound when she attempted to follow me out of camp. “You can’t come back to the city with me. You’re better off here.”

“She wants to protect you.”

The aged voice interrupting unexpectedly made me grimace and stop in my tracks.

The speaker continued. “She knows you’re planning something dangerous. Dogs are sensitive to the moods of their masters.”

Reluctantly I turned and faced Ada’s grandmother. I hadn’t seen her there, although I should have. Her bright scarf and colorful garments stood out vividly against the more natural shades of the forest. The blind old woman was sitting at the back of her wagon, her deft fingers busily working at one of her half-weaved baskets.

I glanced around. Everyone else in the camp was busy with their own activities. No one had yet taken note of me with my traveling pack, bow, and all other goods bundled onto my back.

“You won’t tell Ada I’m going?” I asked. “Not until I’m far down the road.”

“I won’t,” she agreed easily. “But you and I know it’s not the leaving you’re ashamed of but the dark reason for it.”

I frowned. How much of the future could this mad old woman really see? How much of my intentions did she guess? The sightless eyes in the lined face that was turned toward me gave nothing away.

I said, “I’m not ashamed. I go only to do what should have been done long ago. I just don’t want to endanger Ada or your family in the process.”

Ilan whined at my feet, giving me an excuse to change the subject. “This dog was important to someone dear to me. Will you keep her here?” I asked the old woman. “The city is no place for her. She will have a happier home with you.”

“Of course I will look after your little hound for you,” Ada’s grandmother answered with a strange smile. “Perhaps someday you will return the favor.”

Shaking my head at the old woman’s senseless words, I bid her goodbye and turned my back on the camp.

Despite her grandmother’s promise not to tell her of my departure, I half expected Ada to come running after me as I traveled down the narrow forest lane. But she didn’t. I followed the shadowed path between the trees for hours without meeting another soul. I had my map of the province and my sense of direction to guide me. I had also passed this way before not long ago, only then Ada and I had been escaping the city, not returning to it.

I banished the nagging thought that having fled the thieves’ guild and the angry praetor of Ellesus once already I was a fool to go back. At least the praetor was dead now and I didn’t anticipate any trouble from his two young sons. But things still stood badly with the guild. I resolved not to worry about how I would deal with that situation until I reached the city.

The sun was lowering in the sky when I began to consider stopping to eat a little of the food I carried in my traveler’s pack. I didn’t have much, but before leaving camp, I had stowed away a few crusts of bread and strips of dried meat. I slowed beneath the overhanging branches of a massive tree and was about to slide my pack off my back.

The only warning I had was an unexpected flare of heat radiating across my shoulder, where I carried my magic bow slung beneath my cloak. The bow only glowed to life when there was danger nearby. I spun around, searching for the threat. But the surrounding scenery looked peaceful. Trees swayed in the wind. Birds flitted among the green boughs. Leaves scattered along the road, chased by the warm breeze.

A sudden shadow fell over me, descending from the branches above. My hand flew to my belt knife. Before I could reach it, a heavy weight fell directly onto me. I was knocked to the ground and landed hard, my attacker on top of me. I struggled against my unknown enemy for a moment but froze as soon as I found a silver blade pressed to my throat.


CHAPTER SIX

“I advise you not to move, friend,” ordered the unfamiliar redheaded man who gripped the dagger. “It would be a shame to end such a fine day by cutting the throat of a stranger. But I’m just desperate enough to do it.” He sounded as if he meant it.

I followed his directions and kept still while he robbed me of my belt knife. My mind raced to find a way out of my helpless predicament. I had the Thief’s Blade strapped across my back, but it was still rolled up in the blanket Ada had bundled it in and couldn’t be drawn quickly. Likewise, my bow and quiver of arrows were tangled up in my cloak and impossible to reach from this position.

“That’s better,” the stranger said easily when he saw I was cooperating. “Now let’s get you off the ground and see what’s in that traveler’s pack you’re carrying. No need for you to get hurt. This is just a fair and simple trade.”

He clambered off me and, taking hold of my collar, hauled me to my feet, all the while keeping his sharp knife against my neck.

“Trade?” I asked doubtfully, when we were standing. “And what is it I’m receiving in exchange for my pack?”

“The privilege of living another day,” he answered, flashing a grin that was surprisingly cheerful.

Now that I had a chance to study my attacker, I realized my initial impression of him as a grown man was slightly off. He seemed older because of his unusual height—he would tower a good foot above the heads of most men—but he was probably only about my age. I judged him to be seventeen or eighteen years old at most.

I followed his motion to remove my traveling pack, slowly sliding it off my back and dropping it at his feet. There wasn’t much I valued in the bundle. My leather-bound book was in an inner pocket of my cloak, and the jeweled necklace I had stolen from the thieves’ guild was safely sewn up inside my cloak’s lining. But the magic amulet was in among my food and other possessions. I wasn’t eager to lose those things.

In a single, swift motion, the thief snatched my pack with one hand and leapt back out of reach. He kept his knife pointed at me as he backed away.

“You see? I told you it would be quick and easy,” he said, clutching his stolen prize. “I’m off now. Don’t follow unless you want to forfeit that extra day of living I promised.”

I smiled grimly. The forest thief might not realize it, but putting distance between us was a mistake.

“Don’t be in a hurry to go,” I said as soon as he was too far away to reach me with his knife.

I tossed my cloak out of the way and pulled my bow around. I drew an arrow and notched it to the string with lightning speed.

The thief’s eyes widened in surprise. “Now that’s a cruel trick, hiding an extra weapon,” he complained. “You know they say a bow is a coward’s choice.”

“It’s also the favored weapon of one who will not be losing all his possessions today,” I said unsympathetically. “Now toss me my pack before I remember how much I dislike having knives pulled on me.”

“All right, all right,” he agreed soothingly. “Take it back then. I was only going to search it for something to eat anyway.”

He tossed the pack toward me, and it landed in the dust a short distance away.

“Leave your knife and mine as well,” I ordered. “Drop them at your feet.”

I watched him carefully, my arrow trained on his heart and my eyes never leaving his hands until he had dropped both knives. Then I made him back away from the discarded weapons. Now that he stood before me unarmed, I dared to relax a little. My curiosity got the better of me.

“How did you manage to catch me so unawares?” I asked. “I’m familiar with your trade and don’t easily fall prey to it. Yet I never saw you coming.”

“Nobody does,” he said, his tone surprisingly agreeable for a man still being held at the tip of an arrow. “That’s the beauty of hiding up in the trees. Most nervous folk look to either side, not overhead. All it takes is waiting quiet and still until your mark passes directly beneath you.”

I lowered my bow a little since he didn’t seem about to make any sudden moves.

“You do this regularly?” I asked. “Rob travelers on forest paths?”

He shrugged. “Not usually. I’m a traveler myself but lean on provisions. Robbing passersby has got me this far.”

An idea nudged at the back of my mind. I remembered the fat merchant trains I had seen these past weeks winding down the lonely roads of the wood. The thought had been growing in me for a long time that maybe my guild brothers in Selbius were doing things the hard way by working in town, where they had to dodge the city guard. There might be room for a smaller, less subtle operation right here in Dimmingwood. But robbing strangers at knife’s point was a very different thing from the pocket picking and sneak thieving I was used to. It would require boldness—and experience. More than that, the leader of such a band of forest thieves would have to choose his companions carefully.

“Where are you from and to where are you bound?” I asked the redheaded stranger.

He nodded toward my bow. “If it’s conversation you want, I would chat more readily without an arrow set to shoot through me.”

It was a fair point. I put down the bow but still maintained enough distance between us that I could raise it again if he charged me. I picked up the pair of knives lying in the dust.

“Have you eaten?” I asked. “I was about to stop for an evening meal. It’s only dried meat and bread but better than nothing.”

He looked surprised. “You’re offering me food?”

I shrugged. “Only if you’ve given up the idea of robbing me. I believe sharing bread is the usual method of taming enemies. And you did say you were hungry.”

He smiled slowly, a strangely amiable expression from one who had so recently had a knife pressed to my throat.

“So I did. Truth be told, I haven’t eaten since yesterday. Very well. Consider hostilities ended. I never kill a man in the same hour I’ve eaten with him.”

I went to my traveling pack and rummaged through it. All the while, I kept a wary eye on the unpredictable forest thief in case he changed his mind. He must have sensed my caution, for he didn’t come too close but sat down in the grass along the edge of the road.

I tossed him my waterskin and a chunk of hard bread. He caught the items in midair.

“Do you have a name?” I asked as I watched him tear hungrily into the food.

“Dradac,” he said between mouthfuls of bread. “You said you had meat?”

I threw a strip of dried venison his way.

“I’m Rideon,” I said, although he hadn’t asked. Then I sat down a little distance off to eat.

We talked over the meal, and gradually our mistrust for one another melted away. I learned that Dradac was on his way to Selbius, the same as me, and we agreed to travel together. I confided in him that I had dangerous business in the city, but that if I survived it, I had a scheme for the future. It wasn’t like me to be so open. But something about the friendly stranger made me let down my guard. I told him of my ambition to form a gang of thieves right here in Dimmingwood.

I didn’t admit that I already had the beginnings of a treasure hoard stashed away in a certain cave in the heart of the forest. Neither did I confess I carried a valuable necklace sewn into my cloak. I was coming to like the fellow, but I wasn’t yet ready to throw all caution to the wind. When I said I admired his boldness and could use one with his skills in my band of thieves, Dradac readily agreed to toss aside his plans and join me. But first we agreed to continue on to Selbius, where I had unfinished business. Only once that was out of the way could I form further plans.

The sun had set by the time we finished dinner. Night always came early in the forest, where the thick trees cast deep shadows. We decided to go no farther today but make camp where we were. We found a good spot a short distance from the road and spread out our blankets under the leafy canopy.

Lying on my back and staring up at the patches of starry sky visible between the branches above, I felt better than I had in a long time. I knew there was a very real chance I wouldn’t survive what lay ahead of me in the city. In my quest to destroy the praetor of Camdon, many things could go wrong. Then there was the thieves’ guild. Not for nothing had I fled town only weeks ago. I still carried the Thief’s Blade and the necklace stolen from the thief king’s hoard. There was no telling whether the leader of the guild had discovered my treachery yet and what he would do about it if we crossed paths again.

Even so, for the first time since Ferran’s death, I began to feel in control again. I had a vision for my future. All I had to do was stay alive long enough to accomplish it.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The journey to Selbius passed easily in the company of my new companion. I was quickly growing used to making my way between forest and town. At this point, I felt I was on familiar ground as Dradac and I crossed the long bridge spanning the lake and approached the towering gates of the capital city.

Breathing in the mingled scents of fish and lakeweed as I stood among the crowd waiting to enter the town, I allowed myself to think for the first time of what I would do immediately on arriving. The Thief’s Blade was still concealed among my things. I decided it would be best for the time being not to flaunt my rebellion against the guild leader by carrying his sword around the streets. I had acquired a leather scabbard for the weapon through trading with the woods village outside the camp of Ada’s family. But now wasn’t the time to make use of it.

The masses of people both inside and outside the city gates were greater than usual, but we had no difficulty getting in. It wasn’t until we passed the busy market area that I noted the many strange costumes and faint accents of the people bustling past on the streets. There were folk from Cros, recognizable by their drably colored clothing, the forked beards of the men, and the floppy bonnets worn by the women. I caught sight of a woman from Kersis, dressed in rough mountain garb, an axe carried across her back. I also recognized visitors from my own home province. Camdon folk were easy to spot. They wore the stiff, high-necked collars and thigh-high boots fashionable in our province. Often they had tiny bells sewn onto their boots or the cuffs of their breeches, making tinkling sounds when they moved.

This influx of strangers from other provinces could be due to only one thing—the preparations for the old praetor’s funeral and the coming arrival of the rulers from other provinces. It would be the biggest event Selbius had seen in years, and there were many eager to capitalize on the business opportunities that came with such a gathering. That was why so many visitors and goods from out of town were being carted into the city. Selbius hummed with excitement and activity.

This worked to my advantage. In such a flood of strangers, it would be easier than ever to lose myself in the crowds and avoid the notice of those whose attention I had cause to fear. I led Dradac, who had never been here before, down the crooked backstreets and shaded alleys that had become so familiar to me in recent months. I was uneasy, reentering the common district and the ragged quarter. It was a little too close to my old territory for comfort. The Ravenous Wolf tavern was only a few blocks over from here. But I didn’t head that way. Instead, I ducked into one of the many filthy courtyards giving access to a collection of shabby lodging houses.

This yard looked much like the others on the street. Dirty-faced children played noisily on the cobbles. Tattered laundry aired on lines strung across our way so that we had to duck between them. The windows of the houses’ upper stories stood open. The sounds of drunken singing, the angry shouts of women, and the wailing of infants drifted out. Surrounded by tall buildings, the square yard was cast in long shadows, although it was only midday. There were foul smells and an air of decay about the place.

I saw Dradac wrinkle his nose. “What are we doing here?” he asked as we let ourselves in an open doorway and entered the shaded interior of the nearest common house.

“Visiting a friend I can trust,” I said, navigating through the crowded entryway, where a cluster of small children were entertaining themselves by rolling colored glass balls across the dirty floor. I had a brief memory of Ferran playing the same game, probably with some of the same playmates. Quickly I shoved the painful thought from my mind. I led Dradac down a corridor and up a shared stairwell.

My knock on the door of one of the rooms was answered by a wide-eyed little girl. When I asked for her older brother, she only stared up at me in silence. Luckily, he quickly appeared in the doorway behind her.

Javen looked startled to see me. “Rideon, what are you doing here?” he asked.

I couldn’t blame him for being surprised. When Ada and I had left the city weeks ago, I had disappeared without a word of explanation to any of my friends within the guild. We had been in a hurry, and I had been too numbed by grief over Ferran’s death to think of such things.

Now I felt a tug of guilt as my friend clapped me joyfully on the back and offered expressions of relief at seeing me alive and well. The healer’s son was one of the first friends I had made among the thieves, and I ought to have said something to him before running away with Ada.

“Everyone in the guild wondered where you had gone off to,” Javen told me.

He broke off suddenly and looked at Dradac suspiciously.

“It’s all right,” I said of the big young man hovering behind me. “This is Dradac. I trust him.”

Reassured, Javen continued. “I have to warn you the thief king’s suspicions have been stirred by the way you vanished. He thinks you’ve robbed him of his missing black blade and more besides.”

I was about to answer when I became aware of a rough-faced older woman hovering in the room behind him. She held a toddler on one hip and eyed us all disapprovingly, me in particular. I remembered that Javen’s widowed mother and younger siblings likely didn’t know much about the business of the guild. Whatever his mother did know about Javen’s involvement with the dangerous group of thieves, she probably frowned on.

I quietly told Javen I would be glad to explain everything, but first I needed him to round up Kinsley and a few more of our most loyal friends. I needed to meet with them someplace private.

He suggested a back room at the Ravenous Wolf, but I rejected that idea, knowing I would meet more guild members than I wanted there, not all of them friendly toward me. For my plan, we had to be cautious in who we involved.

“The original thieves’ den should do then,” he suggested. “The city guard doesn’t watch it anymore, now that they’ve run the guild off from the place. Some homeless beggars hang about the abandoned building for shelter, so no one will take any notice of a few extra strangers.”

I agreed and we decided to meet there in an hour. Javen rushed off to collect the others, and I took Dradac to the designated location, where we would await their arrival.

It was a strange feeling being in the old thieves’ den again. The abandoned hall looked much as it had the last time I was here, except more dilapidated than ever. There were a couple of ragged people sleeping in one of the empty outer rooms, but otherwise the place was empty. I took Dradac to the great open room where my first encounter with the thief king had occurred.

There was some small fire damage to the room, from the time Ada had brought a burning chandelier down on the heads of a gathering, making possible my escape. I had been a prisoner of the thieves then and not yet a guild member. I had nearly lost my life on that occasion—or at least my limbs. Just before the distraction, the thief king had been preparing to chop off my arms with his famous black blade. The walls of this room had once been decorated with such grotesque trophies, the arms and legs of guild enemies nailed up like bloody decorations. Those were gone now. The city guard must have taken them away for disposal. They had raided this house of thieves after an anonymous tip, which the guild never figured out had come from Ada. The thieves had found a new meeting place since, the ancient temple in old town. But this lonely spot would do for my purpose today.

Thinking of the past reminded me I had an impression to make on the small gathering Javen would bring here. Everyone present would be the friends I trusted most. Even so, what I was about to propose was dangerous, and those people were thieves first and foremost. They had an every-man-for-himself mentality. If I wanted their loyalty, I would have to inspire faith and convince them I was a good risk.

On sudden inspiration, I lowered the great chandelier from the ceiling. The thieves had repaired it after the time Ada cut it down and had replaced its rope with thick chain that wouldn’t be easily severed again. Using a flint stone from my traveling pack, I lit the hundreds of candles. When I raised the great cage of metal up to the ceiling again, it was ablaze with light, casting dancing shadows against the cracked plaster and timber walls of the room.

The throne of the thief king had been removed, but I dragged a battered old chair up from the cellar and positioned it where the guild leader’s throne-like chair used to stand. If I could’ve acquired some severed limbs in a hurry, I would’ve decorated the walls with them again. But since that was impossible, I found the bloodstained chopping block where so many had lost their heads or other pieces of themselves. I dragged it close to the chair in an attempt to make the space look as it once had. Now was the time to unwrap the Thief’s Blade and display it on the old chopping block.

Dradac watched all these preparations, looking mystified. I didn’t explain myself. Even I wasn’t entirely sure what I was trying to accomplish by all this. I was acting on some instinct that by preparing the stage, I could set the right tone for the meeting. When I finally sat in the chair replacing the thief king’s throne, there was nothing unconscious in my echoing his casual posture. I needed the people who were coming here to see me as confident, unafraid of the wrath of their leader.

They arrived all at once, led by Javen. Everyone I had asked for was here: Kinsley, Illsman, Nib, and a handful of others I believed would be open to my scheme. They stopped short on seeing the familiar room ablaze with firelight, just as it had been in the old days.

“Welcome friends and thieves.” I greeted my guests like a king holding court.

“Rideon, you’ve returned,” exclaimed Kinsley in obvious surprise. “Javen wouldn’t tell us who had called us together or why.”

His gaze flickered around the room, and I saw the speculation in his eyes.

“It’s a strange place you’ve chosen for a meeting,” one of the other thieves observed. “The city guard knows of this den.”

I made a dismissive gesture. “I have no fear of them.”

“Then perhaps you should fear the thief king,” Kinsley answered. “Rumor says you’ve turned against him and stolen from his treasure hoard. You’ll have a lot of explaining to do now you’ve come back.”

“I’m not coming back,” I corrected. “Not into the old guild anyway. I’ve formed my own plans, and they don’t involve licking the boots of a weak and cowardly leader whose best days are behind him.”

I didn’t entirely mean that insult. But for what I had planned, I was prepared to set aside my admiration for the cunning of the bold thief captain. I couldn’t rival him unless I turned his men against him.

Kinsley gave a low whistle. “That’s big talk for a thief who dodges the guild and hides in the shadows.”

I shrugged. “I’m not afraid of the thief king. It’s the guild that gives him strength. That’s why his followers deserve a more equal share of the riches they bring in. If I were leader of a band of thieves, I wouldn’t hoard my treasure but would share it freely with all.”

The silence that followed my declaration made me wonder if I’d revealed my intention too soon. But there was no going back now.

Kinsley was the first to speak. “Surely you’re not thinking of challenging the thief king and splitting away part of the guild? That’s madness.”

“Is it?” I asked. “I’ve challenged him once before and escaped his wrath.”

I picked up the black sword from the chopping block, drawing their attention to it for the first time. I laid the blade across my knees. Every eye in the room followed the motion.

“The lost Thief’s Blade,” someone exclaimed. “So you are the one who stole it.”

“Why would you take the black sword?” Javen asked, shaking his head. “It’s like the thief’s king’s scepter of power. He’ll kill you for sure.”

“Let him try,” I said calmly. “I’ve died before, and I’m not afraid to do it again.”

My friends broke into muttered arguments among themselves. I could see they were nervous at the thought of rebellion against their ruthless leader. Perhaps they even thought I was a little insane. But my promise at a greater share of the treasure hit its mark. More than that, I could see a superstitious awe in their faces when they looked from the sword to me. No doubt they had heard the rumors about my death and rebirth. Kinsley and Javen would have told them while I was away of how I had been hanged by the praetor but magically returned from the dead. Now by my apparent fearlessness in lifting the sword of their captain, I confirmed the idea that I couldn’t be defeated.

After conferring briefly with the others, Kinsley spoke up. “I think we’re ready to hear more of your plan.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Our meeting went on into the evening. I laid out my ideas for creating a band of forest thieves, working out of the shadows of Dimmingwood. We needed only a small group of followers, beginning with those of us here now. But I didn’t propose running off into the woods just yet. There was a whole heap of treasure beneath the thieves’ temple in old town, and we had earned those riches. We had a right to our portion. Knowing the thief king would never let us take our share, I formed a scheme. Little by little, we would begin siphoning away goods, secretly stealing the smallest and most easily concealed items from right under the guild leader’s nose. This would form the beginnings of our own treasure hoard to be hauled off to Dimmingwood when the time was right.

My friends were uneasy. I knew each of them were as aware as I of the penalty for betraying the guild and its leader. But they were also greedy. More than that, to these ragged young men raised on the city streets, the idea of trading a life as pickpockets to become bold highway robbers held an exciting appeal. I had chosen my first followers well. Every one of them agreed to participate in my plan.

It was understood that I could hardly join them. Having run away without explanation some weeks ago, suspicion had fallen on me as the likely traitor who had taken the Thief’s Blade. I would have to lie low while the others carried out my orders. That suited me, as I explained I had another private matter to deal with in the coming days. However, I persuaded Kinsley to vouch for Dradac to the thief king and get him added as a new member to the guild. He would help the others and report back to me on how our scheme fared.

It was growing dark by the time we had settled our arrangements. We extinguished the candles, removed all signs of our recent gathering and, one by one, trickled out into the streets. I felt like I had a target on my back as I walked through the common district wearing the Thief’s Blade in the new leather scabbard at my hip. But it was important my followers see I wasn’t afraid to carry it. They were taking all the risks during the early stages of our plan. I couldn’t show any fear of the guild or its leader, or I would lose them. That was one valuable lesson I had learned from the thief king. If ever I showed complaisance or weakness, my companions would turn on me as quickly as they had him.

Because Dradac and I had only just arrived in Selbius and had no place to stay yet, we were invited to spend the night at Javen’s home. Knowing the arrangement would draw curiosity from Javen’s family, I resolved to make better arrangements as soon as possible. But for tonight, I was satisfied. I had set the first part of my scheme to overthrow the thief king into action.


* * *




The following morning, I turned down Javen’s offer to breakfast with his family. Although his mother spoke little, seeing the suspicious frowns she sent my way, I decided I would prefer to get out on my own for a while. I wanted to walk the city and find out what preparations were being made for the praetor’s funeral ceremony. If I kept my ears open, I might pick up some talk in the city market about the coming arrival of our exalted visitors—the praetors and other nobles from our neighboring provinces.

I didn’t forget that I needed to avoid detection by the majority of the thieves’ guild, those who were still loyal to their leader. I was also mindful that it had been only a few weeks ago I was executed by the late praetor of Ellesus. There was a slim possibility some of his personal guard who had been present that day might recognize my face if they passed it in the street. It was an unlikely scenario. They would hardly be looking for one they had last seen hanging dead in a tree. All the same, I would take no chances.

I disguised myself in a set of borrowed clothes from Javen that were little more than rags worthy of a beggar. I left my magic bow behind in his rooms, for it was a distinctive weapon I might be recognized by. Even though it was a warm day, I donned a tattered brown cloak I had also borrowed, arranging its folds to subtly conceal the Thief’s Blade at my hip. Then I set out from the ragged quarter. With the morning sun warm on my shoulders, I took a series of backstreets that led me to the market.

I arrived to find the usual bustle and noise at such a busy hour of the day. As I mingled with the crowd, I intended to make my way toward the butcher’s shop to try to strike up a conversation with the gossipy butcher. His knowledge of the goings-on in town was legendary. It should be easy to casually turn the conversation toward the impending arrival of the dignitaries from neighboring provinces and learn when my enemy, the praetor of Camdon, was expected to reach Selbius.

But my plans were interrupted when I noticed a commotion on the corner ahead of me. A stoop-shouldered old man behind a seller’s stall was being harassed by a well-dressed youngling around my age, who was ranting at him and overturning items on display. Their raised voices drew a small crowd who gathered to watch the scene. Curious, I worked my way to the front of the spectators.

“You call these magic charms?” the dark-haired young man was demanding. He snatched up a tray of what appeared to be feathers, bits of bone, and shells tied to strings. “They’re nothing but rubbish, overpriced at a single copper!”

He smashed the tray onto the ground, where its contents scattered across the cobbles.

The frightened-looking seller tried to protest. “But young master, those enchanted items come all the way from the Black Forest—”

The young man interrupted him, snatching up a stoppered vial filled with some purplish substance. “And no doubt this is a powerful potion of priceless worth,” he scoffed. “Or more likely plain water mixed with the juice of bitterberries, a poison to anyone foolish enough to believe in its healing properties.”

He removed the stopper, turned the bottle upside down, and poured its colorful contents across the remainder of the seller’s wares spread over the table.

The old man made feeble sounds of complaint but seemed afraid to defend his property. I looked around at the gathered onlookers and wondered why no one intervened on the elderly seller’s behalf. Some in the crowd averted their eyes, as if uncomfortable, but none voiced objection to the destruction of the aged one’s property. Perhaps it was because the violent young man was flanked by a couple of burly companions who stood menacingly in the background, discouraging outside interference.

“Tell me, is there anything here that isn’t worthless, anything that contains actual magical properties?” sneered the youth.

The seller’s eyes were wide with distress. He poked nervously at the scattered goods in front of him. “I have a genuine book of spells said to reveal the mysteries of trained magic,” he offered.

“Genuine.” The troublemaker snorted. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

He snatched up the ancient-looking tome indicated, tucked it under his arm without paying for it, and whirled to leave.

It wasn’t until he turned around that I glimpsed his face. I stared in shock. I recognized his heavily oiled hair, the fine cut and rich velvet fabric of his clothing, the many rings glittering on his fingers. Most of all, I recognized the icy eyes that flickered across the crowd with aloof contempt.

That cold gaze stopped when it fell upon me. Tarius, second son of the praetor of Ellesus, paused in midstep, gaping. I couldn’t blame him. He was the last person I had expected to see, but his surprise must have been even greater than mine. The last time he saw me, I had been hanging dead from a tree, executed for the attempted assassination of his father.

He gave a shake of his head as if questioning what his eyes said was before him.

I began to back away through the press. I had to get out of this crowd, reach an open space where I could lose myself in the warren of offshooting alleys and backstreets.

But I hadn’t gone a dozen paces before the praetor’s son recovered from his shock and returned to his senses. “Seize him!” he shouted, pointing a long finger right at me.

The pair of big men flanking him weren’t just companions, I now realized. They were plainly dressed bodyguards, each armed with a sword. They drew their weapons now and plunged after me.


CHAPTER NINE

I attempted to duck through the throng of spectators. But I was too slow.

Almost immediately I was roughly snatched and dragged at sword point out of the mob. With Tarius marching ahead of us, clearing a path through the curious onlookers, I was half pushed, half hauled across a little distance to a carriage standing at the edge of the market square. It was a grand vehicle painted in black and gold and bearing the crest of a rearing bear.

A carriage door was drawn open, and I was about to be roughly shoved inside. At a brief command from Tarius, his men stopped and searched me for weapons first. I didn’t protest as they took away my belt knife and even the precious Thief’s Blade. Doubtless they didn’t recognize the black sword’s significance. Anyway, I had greater concerns than getting it back.

After being disarmed, I was pushed into the carriage after Tarius. The young noble made an impatient gesture for his bodyguards to leave us alone. They stepped away from the door but remained at the ready only a few steps away. Frowning as if displeased by their closeness, Tarius rapped at the roof of the conveyance, signaling the driver to move on. The carriage lurched forward, the noise of wheels and horses’ hooves ringing across the cobbles.

Tarius leaned forward and drew the curtains over the window, casting the interior in shadow. Only when we were alone at last, with no one within earshot, did he seem satisfied. Sinking back against the cushioned seat opposite me, he appeared to have recovered his cool.

I was far from relaxed beneath the scrutiny of his lazy gaze. He eyed me with the half interest of a hawk deciding whether to destroy its captive prey or save it for later. I contemplated making a sudden leap out the door of the moving vehicle. I wondered how far I would get before one of the armed servants riding at the front and back of the carriage ran me down.

“So. My father’s would-be assassin has risen from the dead,” Tarius said as comfortably as if he were making an observation about the weather. “I confess myself surprised. The last time I saw you, you didn’t look in any condition to claw your way back from the grave.”

“As I remember, I wasn’t given any grave,” I returned. “You left me dangling in the tree your father hanged me from.”

“Yes, an unfortunate turn of events,” he said. “But having failed in the task I assigned, you could hardly expect me to intervene in your execution and claim you as my own broken tool. I had to distance myself or be dragged down with you.”

“I expected nothing different,” I agreed.

“And yet by some miracle you cheated death?”

My mind flashed to the magic amulet now hidden in my traveling pack back at Javen’s house. But I had no intention of revealing how it had reclaimed me from the darkness.

“Yes, I survived,” I lied. “Friends cut me down and revived me before I was quite strangled.”

“A lucky escape,” he observed, lifting a dark brow. “We could all use such strokes of good fortune.”

“You seem to be doing all right,” I pointed out. “From what I hear, you finally got what you wanted—the death of the old man.”

“Yes, patience has its rewards.”

He didn’t say whether his father’s passing was natural or if he had hastened it along by poisoning, and I didn’t ask.

My eyes fell on the thick tome he still held under one arm, the book of spells taken from the seller in the market.

“I didn’t know you were interested in such things,” I said, indicating the book.

He shrugged lazily. “Through my reading I have developed an interest in collecting powerful objects of enchantment. Magic has its uses. Observe.”

He drew a decorative, jewel-studded dagger from his belt and unhesitatingly sliced the blade across the palm of his hand. Instantly red blood seeped from the wound. Then he covered the injured hand with his good one and muttered some strange words I couldn’t make out under his breath. When he showed me the site of the wound again, the cut was healed as if it had never been.

It would’ve been an amazing show if I hadn’t already been aware of the healing powers possible with magic. Next to what my amulet had done for me, this was nothing. Still, I tried to look suitably surprised as if I had never witnessed such a thing.

“Impressive,” I said.

“Yes, I’ve learned a few little tricks. However, I have no time for frauds and pretenders—and even less for the primitive people this magic seems most frequently found among, such as the river folk and those of Skeltai origins. Those ‘magickers’ cannot be trusted with power. It should be centered only in the hands of the wise and the worthy.”

“Meaning those like yourself.”

“Of course. With time and study, I mean to acquire more of the skills of magery.” He withdrew a clean silk handkerchief from his pocket and used it to wipe away the lingering smear of blood on his palm.

I said nothing, but in my head I seemed to hear the voice of Hadrian, a priest I had befriended sometime back.

“Magery, or trained magic, is a dark skill. It involves capturing power and forcing it to do one’s will, often through the use of charms and spells. I prefer the term ‘magicker,’ one who is born with the gift but only coaxes it, not manipulating. Not everyone agrees with my definition, and some possessors of the ability blur the line between magery and magickery. But I like to think most of us respect magic in its freest, most natural form, without all the potions and enchanted objects.”

I knew exactly what Hadrian, a good man, would think of the ambitious Tarius’s use of trained magic for personal gain.

But Tarius’s desire for power and how he meant to use it weren’t my problems. Just now, I was more concerned with the reason I had been snatched off the street. As our carriage clattered over the cobbles, I wondered where I was being taken.

Tarius seemed to read my mind. “Have no fear,” he said. “We’re just circling the city to buy us time for a private conversation. You’ll be deposited back exactly where I found you when we’re done.”

I chose my words carefully, mindful of the dangerous position I was in. “I thought our dealings were already done. With the death of your father, surely you’ve achieved everything you wanted. I see no more part for me in this business.”

He tilted his head to one side and eyed me speculatively. “And yet it’s interesting that you surface when you do, just two days before the ceremony marking the praetor’s death. Given what I once told you about the gathering of the heads of the provinces for events like this one, it makes me curious. Tell me, are you planning to kill your old enemy, the praetor of Camdon, at the ceremony?”

I stiffened. It was disconcerting to have my intentions recognized so easily.

As if reading that thought too, he twitched his lips in a humorless smirk. “One devious mind understands another,” he said. “If you’re still fixed on destroying the ruler of your home province, I can help you.”

This time my surprise was unfeigned. “How can you do that?”

“With information and cooperation. I know the funeral plans. Who do you think arranged them? Certainly not my dear brother. He’s too preoccupied with the stress of his new responsibilities as he prepares to assume the praetorship.”

His jaw flexed, the only indication of how he felt on that topic.

He continued, “I can tell you where everyone will be positioned within the temple on the great occasion. There will be security at such a gathering of important persons. But I can ensure you have the necessary opportunity to slip into the place.”

“Why?” I asked, confused. “What interest do you have in my feud with the praetor of Camdon?”

“Perhaps I only wish to see justice done,” he suggested. “The man killed your innocent father, one of his own nobles out of jealousy for his popularity with the people. And in a way, he was also responsible for the death of an heir to the congrave, your own brother. Yes, I’m aware of what occurred when he attempted to escape the castle tower that night.”

Now it was my turn to tighten my jaw. But I quickly smothered the emotions that arose at the memory of Ferran’s death.

Aloud, I only said, “In my experience, favors don’t come cheaply. If you’re willing to help me avenge my family, you must expect to receive something in return.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “How cynical you are. Still, if you felt obliged to repay my good deed in the future, I’m sure we could work something out.”

It wasn’t the kind of deal I liked to make, one with a price to be determined at a future date. But what choice did I have? With Tarius already knowing my plans and free to betray me at any time, my hands were tied. If I wanted a shot at my enemy, this ruthless young noble was my best chance to get it. I agreed to accept his help.


CHAPTER TEN

That was how I found myself, two days later, crouching in a shadowed balcony overlooking the grand hall in the Temple of Light. I had been in contact with Tarius over the past couple of days, working out the plan. Thanks to his arrangements, a certain side door to the temple had been left carelessly unlocked this morning. When I crept in just before dawn, I already knew which passages would be clear.

Although I had never before been inside the impressive building, Tarius had given me all the directions I needed on the interior layout. When he sketched out for me the intended positions of the priests, the congregation, and the important guests during the ceremony, I immediately recognized I would get my best shot from above the gathering. In fact, it was the only way I would get into a crowd of that size with a weapon as conspicuous as my bow and stand any chance of getting out again after my work was done.

I had arrived early and waited for hours, knowing the ceremony wouldn’t begin until late morning. Now I sat concealed in the shaded balcony, suspended halfway between the soaring vaulted ceiling and the polished floor far below. From this ideal vantage point, I looked down over the heads of the assembled persons and listened to the low hum of their voices, a somber, indistinct echo that rose above the multitude. Lesser guests were still filtering through the broad double doors into the impressive hall. But local rulers and heads of neighboring states were already present.

All was just as Tarius had described. A stone sarcophagus housing the remains of the late praetor of Ellesus stood at the front of the chancel, before the altar and the head priest. Arranged nearest him in order of rank and importance were his kin, his nobles, and the other rulers who had come to pay him respect. There were only a few dozen persons so closely placed. Farther distant, a larger crowd gathered in the nave, this collection made up of several hundred folk come to see the spectacle. Those were no beggars or rough laborers but the respectable middling sort, classed below the nobles but well off enough to have gained entrance to such a grand occasion.

Outside on the steps and grounds, I knew, pressed a still larger crowd of Selbius’s common and impoverished people, hoping for a look of their betters as they entered and exited the temple. I caught glimpses of them every time the great doors opened to admit another stream of distinguished guests. The city guard and the praetor’s own personal guard, now under the orders of Tarius’s elder brother, would be stationed at strategic points to keep the crowd under control. The vast temple was filled to bursting, even side rooms and passages full of spectators trying to be near the proceedings. Only the cells where the temple priests slept and the smallest corridors to and from their areas of work would be clear.

I took in all these details as advantages or obstacles I would have to work around. But my main focus was fixed on that ring of nobles at the front of the hall. At the head of the gathering, I spotted Tarius. Looking utterly undistracted, he kept his attention on himself and his surroundings, resisting the temptation he must have felt to look my way and ensure I was in position. If he was nervous, he didn’t show it. He was decked in fine scarlet clothing and a fur-lined cloak that was unnecessary on such a warm day. His jeweled brooches, rings, and ceremonial dagger flashed in the morning sunlight falling through the temple windows. Everything about his dress and stance shouted a determination to be noticed, to have his importance acknowledged.

His older brother stood beside him, looking more solemn and dignified in a formal, military-style costume of deep black trimmed with gold braid. I had only met the heir to the praetorship once before, and he had taken no notice of me, thinking me a delivery boy. But I was struck now, as then, by the differences between the two young men. Their physical appearances might have been alike, but their dissimilar attitudes were obvious. Privately, I had no doubt Habon was the better man of the two.

Dismissing the sons of the dead praetor from my mind, I moved my attention to those around them. My curiosity was far from idle as I scanned the faces in the group of nobles, looking for the one familiar figure that had brought me here today. I had seen the praetor of Camdon only once in my life, and I had been a child at the time. Despite the changes to my memory caused by the magic amulet, I had no doubt I would know the man when I saw him. If memory failed, some sense would surely tell me when my eyes lit on the murderer of my father, the persecutor of my family. But he wasn’t here yet. What if his plans had changed and he had no intention of arriving?

I shook aside the disturbing thought. I could not be robbed of my revenge so cruelly. Not when I was this close to making good on my long-ago vow to avenge my father’s house. I would just have to be patient. I rolled my shoulders to loosen my tense muscles and checked my arrows for the tenth time. I had chosen the finest, strongest shaft from my quiver. Absently I ran my fingers now over the smooth elderwood and the stiff goose feather at the end of the shaft. I had selected a second arrow in case my first shot missed. There was no need for a third. If I missed my mark twice, I wouldn’t get another chance. By the time I could loose more arrows into the multitude, my presence would be realized and my target would have moved.

The knowledge didn’t concern me. I was a good aim and even better since acquiring my magic bow. It was almost as if the enchanted weapon wouldn’t allow me to miss. The bow leaned cold against my knee now, in easy reach for when the time came. With no hint of impending danger, it had no reason to warm up and glow a warning. With any luck, I wouldn’t need its magical promptings.

What I might need more, particularly if I failed today, was my amulet. Yet I hadn’t been able to bring myself to put it on since Ferran’s death. I couldn’t get over the fear that it might blur my memories of my brother as it had my recollections of my parents. That was too high a price to pay even for saving my life. So I had left the amulet back at Javen’s house. I also left the silver-and-jasper signet ring that had belonged to my father. That ring had gotten in the way once before, distracting me from my aim during a situation very like this one. I would take no chances of it happening again.

My thoughts were drawn back to the scene below by the arrival of a handful of newcomers. Escorted by guards who cut a path through the crowd, a party of nobles came down the center aisle. My eye was drawn at once to the sapphire and gold colors of the guards’ uniforms and to the emblem on their backs, a likeness of a gryphon in flight. It was the badge of the praetor of Camdon.

Immediately I picked him out from among his companions, less by his face, which was indistinct at this distance, than by his walk. The praetor of Camdon was known for his pronounced limp. I searched what I could see of his features, looking for signs of evil. Did he have the appearance of a man who could destroy an entire family for no just cause? No. He didn’t look remarkably cruel. He was just an ordinary middle-aged man with graying hair trailing down to his shoulders and a slightly short and pudgy frame. But that did nothing to allay my hatred. It was even more of an outrage to think of my noble father dying on the orders of this unimpressive nothing of a man.

The praetor and his party had only just taken their positions among the distinguished persons at the head of the temple when strains of music signaled the start of the ceremony. I ignored the intonations of the robed priest and the reactions of the onlookers. My attention was all for my enemy now. I raised my bow, notched my arrow, and sighted my mark down the long shaft. Like everyone else, the aging praetor faced the sarcophagus and the priest. I would have to shoot him through the back. Once that would have gone against my sense of fair play. But strangely, I felt no qualms now. Unlike the last time I had set out to assassinate a praetor, there would be no wrestling with my conscience today.

I steadied my aim, feeling sudden perspiration break out on my brow. I knew as soon as I loosed my arrow, the scene below would quickly break into chaos. With this one action, there was a good chance I was signing my death warrant. But right as my nerve faltered, a sudden recollection surfaced from the murky realm of my memory. I recalled the chill of standing in my bare feet one cold morning, pressing my face to the window slit of my prison cell. And out that cell I saw my father on a platform far below, kneeling to place his head on a block. The memory receded to be replaced by another one. As if it were only a moment ago, I saw the top of Ferran’s head disappearing from view for the last time as I lowered him out the tower window.

An angry voice chanted in the back of my mind that it was all because of the man in front of me. In one way or another, the worst tragedies of my life could be laid at the feet of this one evil man. I wasn’t sure whether the hunger for vengeance came from me or from my magic bow, which often seemed to take on a violence of its own. Maybe this time we were united in our hatred.

I took one slow calming breath, focused on the target, and released the shaft.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

My arrow flew swiftly and silently across the distance. Then, in the space of two heartbeats, it struck its mark. I lowered my bow and stared at the wooden shaft protruding from the back of the praetor of Camdon.

For a moment nothing happened. The victim jerked at the impact but remained on his feet. There was no reaction from the people around him who, absorbed in the ceremony, remained oblivious. When the praetor failed to collapse, I reached for my second arrow, thinking to follow my first shot with another.

But before I could notch the next arrow, a red stain blossomed on the back of the praetor’s pale coat. Seeing it, someone in the crowd screamed, the high-pitched noise rising above the strains of ceremonial music. In the same instant, the victim crumpled to the floor.

Immediately the scene below erupted into confusion. The music stopped abruptly. The priest performing the ceremony knelt over the fallen man while his nearest noble neighbors cried out for their guards and dashed for cover. The larger mass of onlookers in the back began pushing and shoving for the doors, seemingly determined to escape the crush before any more arrows from invisible enemies could be loosed into the congregation. Everyone was looking fearfully around, trying to pinpoint from which direction the deadly arrow had come. It wouldn’t take them long to focus on the balcony.

There wasn’t a moment to waste. Clutching my bow, I crouched low and ran doubled over out the balcony entrance and down the dark, lonely corridor that had brought me here. It was a seldom-used passage, one nobody had any cause to travel, except maybe the priests who lived and worked in the temple. Even so, I couldn’t be sure I wouldn’t run into one of them. Worse still, I was likely to run into armed guards. It wouldn’t take them long to find their way here. Giving up my original plan to exit through the same side door I had entered, I leaped instead out a narrow window in the passage. The opening let onto a lower level of the temple roof.

It was bright outside, after the shadowed interior I had come from. Beneath the glare of the sun, I felt exposed. As I ran across the roof, I heard shouts and commotion coming from the grounds below. The city guard were probably shoving through the crowds on the temple steps and in the surrounding gardens, spreading out for a thorough search. I reached the edge of the roof on the quiet south side, the one place that didn’t have a press of people on the ground. Directly below was a small walled garden I was familiar with. I clambered down the side of the temple, using lumps and fissures in the stone as handholds. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I ran to hide among the trees lining the high wall.

Lifting myself up to the edge, I peered cautiously over the barrier. The open grounds outside were swarming with armed men charging through the milling crowds of confused onlookers. A little distance away, reinforcements were arriving, a line of city guardsmen running up the street toward the temple. I dropped down again and crouched among the shadows, feeling like a hare cornered by hounds. There was no place to escape. All my exit routes were cut off. It was only a matter of time before the searchers reached this little private garden and then my hiding place would be uncovered.

I could see only one way to go. My bow and quiver of arrows would instantly give me away as the assassin, so I concealed them beneath a tangle of ivy and loose leaves near the wall. If I was lucky, they might escape detection and I could reclaim them later. Then I turned my cloak inside out, in case anyone had glimpsed its flash of purple as I fled the balcony. The gray inner lining was less conspicuous and might help me blend with the gray-clad priests in the temple. Or if I ran into any priests, they might mistake me for one of the harmless multitude from outside who had accidentally strayed into an area where I wasn’t supposed to be.

I tried the small door leading from the private garden into the building. Finding it unlocked, I breathed a sigh of relief. It felt strange to be ducking back inside the very place I should be fleeing from. But some instinct told me the best spot to escape detection was right under the noses of the searchers. They would expect me to run and would be watching every street or alley winding away from the temple.

Creeping softly through the entrance, I found myself in a small room off the kitchen, lined with shelves that held rows of clay jars. Wooden kegs were stacked along the walls. I guessed it was some sort of still room for preserving and storing food or drink. I briefly thought the space empty. I started at a sudden movement from the sole occupant. A silver-haired old man was working at a table, his back toward me. The thick stone walls muffling the sounds of search and pursuit outside, he appeared utterly unaware of the commotion. Likely he had been in here all morning and was oblivious to what had occurred.

But he must have heard the door closing behind me, because he turned suddenly and spotted me. Looking at the startled elderly priest, a quick thought flashed through my mind. We were isolated here. It would be the easiest possible thing to dispose of the old man before he could cry out, using the sharp knife at my belt. I might hide him under his worktable and proceed on my way unhindered, with no alarm raised. I shoved the dark thought aside after only a split second’s contemplation, disturbed that it had risen so easily. Had I changed so much, lost sight of who I was so badly that it was becoming second nature to murder inconvenient innocents?

I tried a different approach.

“Good morning, honored one.” I greeted the surprised priest in as pleasant a tone as I could muster. “I apologize for trespassing, but I was invited to visit a friend here, another honored. Only I seem to have come at a bad time and the main entrance is blocked by crowds. Would it be possible for me to slip through here and look for my friend?”

The old man’s expression relaxed.

“Yes, yes, it’s very busy around here today,” he agreed, bobbing his head. “Perhaps you’ve not heard, but they’re holding the praetor’s funeral in the temple this morning.”

“Yes, I did hear some talk of that outside. If I had only known, I could have come on a better day. But sadly, this is my one morning in town. I would hate to leave without calling on my friend.”

“And there’s no reason you should,” the old man agreed, wiping his hands on his robe. “If your friend isn’t taking part in the ceremony, he can probably be found easily enough in the priest’s quarters. I can show you through the back passages to avoid the crowds.”

“I don’t want to take you away from your work,” I protested, alarmed that I might be found out. “I can show myself the way.”

“Nonsense. I’m happy to accompany you. What’s the name of the friend you’re trying to find?”

Thinking fast, I blurted the name of the only priest I knew. “Hadrian.”

“Ah. Young Hadrian, who wishes to be both cleric and warrior,” the elderly priest said. I couldn’t tell whether the hint of amusement in his voice was for me or for Hadrian’s unusual ambitions. “I know right where he’s to be found. Come with me.”

And before I could argue, he led the way out of the room. As I followed the amiable cleric down a dimly lit corridor, I feared I had made a mistake. I barely knew Hadrian, having met him on only two occasions. We certainly weren’t well enough acquainted that I could expect him to play along with my ruse. He would surely give me away—particularly if he was aware of the assassination and guessed my part in it. He was a good man, Hadrian. Not the sort who would be of any use to me these days. Yet as we continued down the passage leading farther and farther away from the main part of the temple, I could see no way out of my lie. There was nothing to do but follow the gray-robed old man and see what happened next.

These were lonely corridors we traveled, the thick walls muffling any noises from the outside. It was hard to believe there were crowds of panicked people and a desperate search going on in and around the building. Walking toward the priests’ living quarters, we encountered no one but the occasional gray-clad cleric. But I knew this peaceful state wouldn’t continue. Soon the whole temple would be alerted to the assassination, and even the priests’ private living areas would likely be turned upside down.

We passed many doorways as we went. To my surprise, the one we finally ducked through led not into a priest’s cell but a library. At least that was what I judged the cozy room to be. There were rows of books in shelves on the walls, and more were stacked or lying open on low tables. It was a small space with room to hold only a couple of chairs. Those were drawn before a fireplace, which on a day as warm as this was unlit. The reading place was conspicuously empty.

My guide frowned. “This is odd. Hadrian is usually to be found here, studying ancient texts, no doubt daydreaming about the adventures ahead of him. He means to become a priest of the blade, you know. He departs soon for his formal training.”

I couldn’t have been less interested in Hadrian’s plans. I was trying to work out where I should go from here.

“Why don’t you sit down and wait?” the elderly priest suggested. “I’ll have a look around, and when I find our friend, I’ll send him your way.”

I nodded, glad of any excuse to shake my escort. When he was gone, I drew the door closed behind him, shielding myself from the view of any curious passersby. Alone in the quiet room, I debated what my next action should be. I couldn’t hide here indefinitely. The city guard could arrive at any time to search these apartments. But the only exit was the door I had entered through, and I already knew what lay that way, a maze of hallways leading to rooms where the priests ate and slept. I was trapped in this temple with no place left to run or hide. Maybe it had been a mistake not to take my chances on the streets outside.

I had begun to pace the room when the door suddenly opened. My hand fell to my belt knife. But it was no enemy coming to drag me away. The figure entering the library was a familiar one.

He was a young man. His age was probably close to mine, but there was a wisdom to his face that made him seem older. He wore his long, dark hair tied back in a warrior’s tail, an unusual look for a priest. More unusual still was the clink of chain mail that could be heard beneath his gray robes when he moved. He also wore a sword at his hip, even inside the temple. I wondered if his fellow priests approved of that.

“It is you then,” said Hadrian, surveying me from the doorway. “When Honored Damien stopped me in the hall and described a shabbily dressed but courteous young man waiting for me in the library, I wondered.”

I fumbled for an explanation for my sudden visit. “Yes, I’m in trouble and thought I could use some of your wise counsel,” I said.

He stepped in and, to my relief, closed the door behind him.

“I wish I could say I had no idea what sort of trouble you mean,” he answered. “But given the news that’s just reached my ears about the tragedy that struck not half an hour ago, I can’t say I’m without my suspicions.”

“Tragedy?” I tried to look innocently confused.

Hadrian said gravely, “I wasn’t at the ceremony, but it seems a visiting dignitary was assassinated during the funeral. I suppose you know nothing about it?”

I was about to lie when I remembered that Hadrian was a magicker with an ability for sensing the emotions and motives of others. He would surely know if I tried to hide my involvement. So I did what I believed would earn me the most trust from this earnest young cleric— I told the truth.

I said, “It may look bad. But what happened to the praetor of Camdon was actually a form of justice that was a long time coming. He was an evil man, responsible for the destruction of an innocent family. I can’t explain everything that happened, but I hope, as a future priest of the blade, you can understand what motivated his violent end.”

Hadrian stared at me hard. I wondered if he was sifting through my feelings, testing the truth of my words.

After a moment he admitted, “Whether your claim is true I cannot know. But I sense you believe it is.”

I began, “I did only what I had to—”

He held up a hand, cutting me off. “I don’t want to know more. Regardless of the praetor of Camdon’s actions, I can never condone murder.”

“I don’t ask you to excuse it,” I said. “But I do ask you not to give me up to the searchers. Will you hide me until I can escape?”

His grave expression remained. “Where is your little brother?” he asked. “I hope you haven’t entangled him in this brutal business.”

“Ferran is dead,” I said baldly and clamped my jaw tight to smother the emotions those words evoked.

Hadrian’s face softened slightly. “I’m sorry to hear it. He was a good lad.”

“In an indirect way, the praetor of Camdon was to blame,” I said.

“You really mean that,” he said. It wasn’t a question. It was an observation from one who had the means to examine my feelings.

I shifted uncomfortably. “Will you help me or not?” I asked.

Before he could answer, there came a sudden noise from out in the corridor—the echo of feet running down the hall.

“It’s the searchers.” I realized. “They’re here.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Hadrian sprang into action. “This way,” he said, gesturing me to follow him across the room.

“What’s your plan?” I asked, not seeing how cowering in the corner beside the bookshelves could do me any good.

He didn’t answer but put a hand to one of the shelves and pressed inward. Slowly the shelf revolved like a door, swinging inward to reveal a shallow recess, a hidden alcove. It was a small space, barely large enough to hold a man.

“Priests in olden times used this as a place to store valuables,” Hadrian informed me as I stepped inside. The air smelled musty in here, and cobwebs brushed my face.

But I was in no position to complain, as Hadrian rolled the door closed behind me. Instantly I was engulfed in complete darkness. I had only a brief moment to wonder if I was making a mistake, if I could trust the young priest not to give away my hiding place. Then I heard the sounds of muffled voices. Someone had burst into the room. I couldn’t make out what passed between Hadrian and the new arrivals, but the noises from the other side of the wall suggested the room was being searched. I held my breath, waiting to see if my hidden alcove behind the bookshelf would be discovered—or if Hadrian would betray me. I gripped the handle of my belt knife, although it would do me no good if I was discovered by the guards. I would be outnumbered and helplessly cornered in this confined space. There would be no question of battling my way free.

After what seemed like an eternity but was probably only a few minutes, the noises from outside faded away. Had my enemies gone? I waited a little longer, hearing my heartbeat thudding in my ears in the deep silence that followed. Then there came a scraping sound as the panel before me moved. A sliver of light appeared around its edges and grew wider as the false wall was slid aside. The library seemed bright after so long in the darkness. I blinked at the outline of Hadrian standing at the opening.

“The soldiers are gone for now,” he said lowly. “But they may return later. I think it’s best if you remain in hiding until they leave the temple altogether. Later, after nightfall, we can smuggle you out through the side door.”

“Unless they’re still guarding the grounds,” I said.

“Even if they are, you can’t stay here indefinitely,” he answered. “Tomorrow I take my vows as a Blade of Justice and leave town with a group of mentors to begin my formal training. It’s all arranged. I cannot change plans at the last instant to stay and conceal you. It would cause questions.”

He didn’t add that he wasn’t sure how long he wished to go on helping someone he regarded as a murderer. But I suspected we were both thinking it. He had bent his principles more than I had any right to expect already. I could ask for no more.

“I’ll leave as soon as darkness falls,” I agreed.

I spent several hours crouching in the dim alcove behind the bookshelf. Hadrian eventually passed me food and drink, which was welcome since I had eaten nothing all day. I had been too nervous early this morning to breakfast before setting out for the temple. The young priest kept the panel cracked a little to allow me fresh air but not open wide enough that anyone entering the room would immediately notice it. He sat in one of the chairs before the empty fireplace, as if occupied with his reading. But I knew he was really guarding me in case any of the priests wandered into the library and needed to be dissuaded from lingering.

After a long time, we finally judged the hour had arrived. Hadrian left briefly and returned to say he had checked the temple and grounds and found all unguarded. There would never be a better time to make my escape. Hadrian went down the hall before me, making sure the way was clear, and I followed. We met no one. After a few minutes, we reached the still room with the small door that led off into the side garden.

“This is where we part,” Hadrian said. “Since I leave Selbius tomorrow, I don’t expect we’ll ever see one another again.”

He didn’t say he was sorry of that, and I couldn’t blame him. I had been a great deal of trouble during our short acquaintance. I thanked him for his help.

He waved off my gratitude. “I hope you find peace and can return to a brighter path, my nameless friend,” he said, opening the door for me.

I hesitated. I had forgotten I had never given the priest my name. Originally, I avoided sharing my identity because I didn’t trust him. Now it suddenly seemed wrong we part without a real introduction.

“I have a name,” I told him. “It’s Luka.”

I wasn’t sure what made me give up my birth name, rather than my adopted identity of Rideon. Maybe it was because I respected Hadrian as a man of integrity. Rideon wasn’t someone I wished him to know. But Luka might have been his friend in different circumstances.

Hadrian nodded slowly, as if guessing the significance of what I had shared. “All right then, Luka. I hope you find your true self again.”

How did he know I was lost? There was no time to wonder at his uncanny instincts. The door stood open, and freedom beckoned to me.

I said a hasty farewell and ducked out into the garden. Immediately the darkness wrapped around me like a cloak. Feeling sheltered by the deep shadows of the tall trees and surrounding walls, I hurried to the spot where I had hid my bow. The weapon and my arrows were still there. Shouldering them, I clambered over the ivy-covered wall and dropped to the ground below.

Moving as stealthily as a ghost, I flitted away from the temple and down the street toward the common district. There, beneath the faint light of a silvery moon, I lost myself in the maze of back alleys I knew so well.


* * *




There were city guardsmen patrolling the streets even at this hour, doubtless looking for the assassin who had escaped them at the temple. I managed to avoid the armed men. Whenever I saw them approaching in the distance, I clambered over walls or ducked down backstreets until they passed. Unwilling to endanger Javen and his family by returning to them, I realized I would have to find a new place of concealment. I could send for the belongings I had left at his house later, but for now I needed to give the place a wide berth. I had been thinking about this during the long hours spent hiding in the Temple of Light. I knew where I had to go.

The beggar’s quarter looked different under moonlight, its rough hovels and tall, abandoned buildings casting sinister shadows across the cobbled way. When I reached my familiar destination, I moved aside a heavy metal grate covering the entrance. From here, I entered the cold, dark stairway that spiraled down into the belly of the under-levels. Glimmer stones embedded in the walls cast an eerie greenish glow over the stone steps I descended. I had never thought to visit this place again. And yet, like so many of the desperate folk encamped in the levels below the streets of Selbius, I had no place else to turn.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I entered a vast cavern crowded with poorly constructed tents and hovels. Ragged blankets were strung over rough frames. Old gates or doors were leaned against broken bits of lumber. These were the flimsy walls that divided their inhabitants from the mass of unsheltered folk sleeping on the open floor.

Most of the under-dwellers were resting at this hour. The persistent sounds of coughing and the noises of fussy infants reminded me of the prevalence of disease and hunger in this place. But the sick and the homeless weren’t the only people to seek refuge here. It was also a convenient place for thieves or violent criminals to avoid the eyes of the law. And now more than ever I belonged to that last group.

Exhausted from the events of the day, I found a quiet spot in an offshooting tunnel that was less crowded than the main cavern and lay down to sleep. Clutching my bow in one hand and the handle of my belt knife in the other to discourage any would-be troublemakers, I closed my eyes.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I couldn’t have slept more than an hour before I was awakened by something bumping against my side. I swung at it drowsily, thinking it was only a sewer rat. But the thing kept nudging me.

A familiar voice drifted down to me. “Wake up, Rideon. We need to talk.”

I blinked, eyes still blurred from sleep, and squinted up at the speaker.

For a second the hazy form towering over me was like a beautiful vision, a delicate face framed by a glowing halo of silvery hair. Then her booted toe nudged me harder in the ribs.

“Get up,” she demanded, her sharp voice contrasting with her soft image. The unearthly glow that had surrounded her swiftly faded. It had only been the greenish glare from the glimmer stones.

Irritated, I caught her foot before it could kick me again. “What do you want, Ada,” I grumbled tiredly. “What are you even doing here? I specifically asked your grandmother not to tell you where I went.”

“And you think I need to be told where you’re headed when you disappear from camp the very day we get news of the praetor of Ellesus’s death? I wasted no time searching Dimmingwood but came straight here, where I’ve been combing the city. Knowing the praetor hanged you once for attempting to murder him, I guessed you’d have some interest in his death again.”

“Well, I don’t,” I defended, sitting up. “I’m not here for that praetor.”

“Then why did you return to Selbius without a word of goodbye?” she asked. “And why are you hiding in the under-levels instead of our old haunts? To avoid the thief king?”

“That and other reasons. Instead of making me explain myself, how about helping me think of a plan to avoid the city guard and slip out of the city?”

“Why? What has the city guard to do with you now?” she asked. “Anyway, you can forget escaping town without their notice. They’re turning Selbius upside down, looking for some criminal or other. I passed by the gates earlier, and they’re heavily guarded now. Whatever happened up at the temple today has increased their vigilance. No one enters or leaves without being questioned.”

“Then I’ll just have to acquire a disguise,” I said. “Or maybe climb the walls and swim for shore. I’ve done it before.”

“And nearly died,” she pointed out. “Why are you so desperate to escape? What brought you back here in the first place? Have you forgotten you’ve crossed the guild and made an enemy of the late praetor’s family?”

“Not all his family,” I admitted. “One of them helped me kill the praetor of Camdon today.”

My expression must have told her I wasn’t joking. Maybe it was because she had caught me off guard and half-awake. Maybe it was because I felt too burdened to keep everything to myself anymore. But I told her all about the assassination at the temple. That led to giving the reasons for it, finally telling more than I ever had about my family and my past.

I expected her to be stunned by the revelation that I was the son of a congrave. But she showed little surprise at my background. Maybe she had always known there was something different about Ferran and me. She was sympathetic to my father’s death and my long imprisonment, but she was quick to return to the events of the present.

“I knew you’d get yourself into trouble if I didn’t come after you and put a stop to it,” she said. “Only I thought it was the thieves’ guild you’d need protecting from. I never thought you’d be fool enough to try to assassinate another praetor.”

Despite the words, her tone wasn’t harsh, merely matter-of-fact. “We’ll have to get you back to Dimmingwood somehow.”

“We don’t have to do anything,” I corrected, frustrated. “If you’ve got ideas, I can use them. But beyond that, I don’t want to involve you. You shouldn’t even be here. Your connection with me will bring you enemies from all directions.”

When she waved that aside, I asked why she was so interested in my fate.

“I’m not only protecting you for your own sake but for Ferran’s,” she reminded me. “I came to care about him like one of my own little cousins. I couldn’t save him in life, but saving you is the least I can do for him.”

That briefly silenced me, as any mention of my brother would. Still, I told Ada to go back to the woods and leave me to whatever came. In her usual stubborn way, she refused.


* * *




We hadn’t been hiding in the under-levels a full day when we received a pair of unexpected visitors. Although they attempted to disguise themselves under simple, hooded cloaks, they instantly stood out among the desperate and impoverished surroundings. The fabric of their clothes was fine, their boots well made, and they walked with a proud stance that didn’t match the creeping furtiveness of the other inhabitants.

As soon as Ada drew my attention to the newcomers’ approach, I went to them and confronted the one in the lead. His was a face I knew well enough but never expected to see here.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Are you mad that you would come to this place? And at such a time when all the city is in an uproar?” I demanded.

Tarius smirked at my outburst, but beneath the shadow of his hood, his eyes looked uneasy. “Do you presume to tell me when I may come and go, my Valko?” he asked.

Valko was the name of his father’s servant, the one I had fought with during my effort to rescue Ferran from the castle. The man had performed the old praetor’s dirty work, the evil tasks that couldn’t be assigned to anyone else. It amused Tarius to think I now served him in a similar capacity.

“I am nothing like that Valko. And we had an arrangement,” I said through gritted teeth, mindful of the ears around us. “We cannot talk here. We agreed to avoid one another after the event and not to meet until things settled down.”

For an instant Tarius allowed his mask of confidence to slip. “I had no choice. It was necessary to bring someone to you,” he said.

I looked to the figure beyond him and, for the first time, recognized the shadowed face hidden beneath that hood.

It was Habon, Tarius’s elder brother. He was soon to be made praetor of Ellesus since the death of his father. I didn’t know whether to be surprised or angry with Tarius for bringing him here. I opted for both.

“All right. This way,” I snapped at the two young men, jerking my head toward an offshooting tunnel leading from the main cavern.

Ada hurried ahead of us, leading the way to the flimsy shelter we had constructed in a lonely, out-of-the-way space. It was little more than a large sheet of canvas the magicker girl had found somewhere, draped over a few wooden beams. Immediately after Ada had come to me and refused to be pried away and sent back to the woods, we had worked to build the tent out of scraps. Its thin walls would provide little privacy, but at least it would shield us from curious eyes. I was painfully aware of the conspicuousness of our guests, made plain by the stares they attracted from the level dwellers around us. I wasn’t the only one to notice the fineness of their boots or the glint of a jewel-studded dagger revealed beneath the edge of Tarius’s cloak.

I stooped beneath a beam, entering the shaded interior, and whirled on the two visitors as soon as they followed me in.

“Perhaps now you will tell me what he’s doing here?” I asked Tarius, pointing to his brother.

Habon looked taken aback, maybe wondering that someone as common as me dared speak so boldly to his brother. But I ignored the primary heir to the praetorship. Right now my attention was on Tarius.

Tarius said, “I brought Habon because the escalation of events has caused me to realize it’s important that he meet you. More than that, when I told him about you, he insisted on seeing with his own eyes the escaped son of the dead congrave.”

I started as if struck by a blow. It had never occurred to me that Tarius might tell his brother or anyone else of my past. Having my true identity so casually stripped away made me more vulnerable than ever. Exactly how much did Habon know about me?

Tarius seemed oblivious to my discomfort as he continued. “I’ve told Habon the story of how you alone escaped the injustice the praetor of Camdon visited on your family. I’ve explained how, after newly meeting you by chance and learning why you assassinated the praetor in the temple, I’ve become sympathetic to your situation.”

It wasn’t an accurate summation of events. I didn’t know what tale Tarius had invented about how we became acquainted with one another, but it wasn’t lost on me that he had neatly avoided mentioning his own part in the assassination. He made it sound like he knew nothing until after the fact, as if he were merely a concerned bystander.

But I didn’t contradict him before his brother. Something steely in his eyes warned me that I would make an enemy of him if I did so.

Habon interrupted before Tarius could continue. He had been staring at me hard ever since his arrival. “You look familiar to me,” he said. “Have we seen one another before?”

My mind flashed back to his presence at my hanging in Deerwood a short time ago. He had been among the onlookers but perhaps hadn’t examined me too closely at the time.

“I don’t see how that’s possible,” I lied.

“Of course,” he muttered. “It’s impossible.” But he kept staring, as if trying to place me. Maybe he had taken more notice of me that other time than I thought.

Tarius carried on as if there had been no interruption. “I have brought Habon here in hopes of convincing him to share my feeling,” he told me. “I hope that, together, we may persuade him to take pity on your plight, to see that in your confused state at the time, the praetor of Camdon’s death seemed like a form of justice. In short, I wish to influence him to call off the search for the other day’s ‘mysterious’ assassin. As the head of the city guard and our father’s personal guard, the Iron Fists, it is in his power to put a stop to it before the culprit is uncovered. Such an act of compassion would be a mercy to one who surely deserves it after the tragedies of his past.”

Habon shifted, looking uncomfortable. “As I’ve told you already, my brother, I cannot do that.”

He glanced at me, and his curious gaze briefly flickered to Ada behind me. “It’s not that I’m unsympathetic to your situation,” he said. “In a way, I admire your desire to avenge your father. But as future praetor, I can’t condone taking the law into your own hands, whatever the circumstances.”

It was strangely similar to what Hadrian had said earlier. It seemed the priest and Tarius’s brother were cut of the same cloth.

“Besides,” Habon continued, “it isn’t only a question of principle. To call off the search for the killer before the guilty party is revealed would be an insult to Camdon and to all the nobles of that province. This assassination occurred while their ruler was a guest under our protection, and they have a right to expect a thorough investigation. Indeed, all the provinces will be outraged if we aren’t seen to do our utmost. Believe me, I hope for your sake you escape the net. But I can’t officially aid you in it. And if you’re caught, I can’t intervene with a pardon.”

I wasn’t surprised by the declaration. I was more surprised that he offered any sympathy at all. Despite everything, I felt a flicker of respect for his resolve even if it came at my expense.

He was staring past me again. I turned to see what had caught his eye.

In the back of the shelter, Ada had created one of her magic blue orbs, which she suspended in the air to light the shadowed interior.

Habon seemed fascinated by it. “I have rarely seen such magic,” he said, moving past me to approach the magicker girl. “Tell me, how do you do it?”

As soon as he was out of earshot and occupied with talking to Ada, I vented my displeasure on Tarius.

“What possessed you to attempt this business?” I challenged. “How did you think it could end in any good? Now your brother knows not only the identity of the killer but exactly where to send his soldiers to find me.”

“He won’t do that,” Tarius answered with a grimace. “He says he will not help you, but neither will he act directly against you. I’ve never known my brother to fail in keeping his word. His honesty is sickeningly reliable. Anyway, I had to tell him something. He guessed I had some knowledge of the assassination, and the only way I could excuse myself was by turning his attention to you. My plan was to appeal to his compassion and his instinct for justice—which is never far from the surface—and get the manhunt ended. Not that I care so much for your life but if my own involvement is uncovered, I might well be dragged down with you.”

I thought Habon wasn’t the only member of the family afflicted with an excess of honesty. It didn’t seem to occur to Tarius that I would take offense at these blunt truths.

All the while he was speaking I had been keeping one eye on Habon and Ada, who were conversing softly in the background. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. The magicker girl must have enjoyed having an audience, for she was demonstrating the different types of glowing lights and flickering flames she could summon with her power. By his expression, Habon was admiring not only the magic but its wielder.

Tarius followed my gaze. “Interesting company you keep,” he said. “The girl is of Skeltai descent?”

I shrugged, not liking the sneer that hovered around his mouth. I remembered the disdain he had revealed for common magickers in a previous talk, his feeling that magic should be possessed only by the worthy few.

“Such people should not be allowed to exist,” he muttered now. “I must get my brother away. His head is too easily turned by low influences. He is overwhelmed at the prospect of ruling in our father’s stead and refuses to be guided by those wiser than himself. I fear what sort of praetor he will be.”

He barged into the back of the tent and interrupted the conversation between Habon and Ada. The two brothers departed hastily, Habon with seeming reluctance and Tarius with apparent annoyance. I could see he hadn’t gotten what he wanted from the visit.


* * *




In the days that followed, I kept busy, distracted by my friends in the guild. They frequently visited, bringing stolen goods snatched from the thief king’s hoard. Ada remained with me but wasn’t around all the time. Often she slipped away. I didn’t know where. She claimed she walked in the public gardens near the Temple of Light. Increasingly going our separate ways and each absorbed in our own business, we saw less of one another, despite living side by side. I couldn’t figure out why she remained with me against all discouragement instead of returning to her family in the woods. But at least she had given up interfering in my affairs. I told myself the distant and mysterious aspect she had taken on lately, so unlike her usual practical behavior, didn’t concern me. Even if it did, I was too distracted by my own business to pry.

The manhunt for the unknown assassin continued for some time, as Habon had said it must. But at last interest began to die down. At the same time, all the visiting dignitaries who had come for the funeral departed to their own provinces. The city was returning to normal again. I kept my head down all the while the search for the assassin was underway, but I had resisted the temptation to flee the city. I had too much going on here. The time wasn’t right to leave yet. No, I must stay a little longer in order to oversee my growing secret faction within the guild. If I ran from Selbius, my supporters would soon lose their nerve and fall away in my absence.

But we didn’t stay in the under-levels much longer. Aware the place had unfriendly eyes and might be watched by those loyal to the thief king, Ada and I soon relocated. We moved to a ramshackle house that had been found for us by one of our friends in the guild. It was a good-sized place, but only half of it was livable, the rest being filthy and decayed. We chose a set of rooms to inhabit that were better than the rest. There were even some rough furnishings, and the kitchen held a few utensils Ada could cook with. A neglected and overgrown vegetable garden in the walled yard provided a little food.

This house was owned by a guild connection named Kiril, but he was seldom there. Mostly he only came around to feed his flock of pigeons kept in a coop out back. It didn’t take me long to realize the birds could be useful. I began using them to send messages with the guild members in my traitorous circle and even found a way to get one bird to Tarius for emergency communications.

I didn’t expect to hear from the praetor’s son anytime soon. But I was wrong.

I was out in the vegetable garden one evening, digging through weeds and rotten roots for something worth eating. Ada was out. I assumed she was at the market trying to get a little bread or meat. I couldn’t go on such errands myself since it was still risky for me to walk the streets. At least in the walled garden behind the old house, I was safe from the eyes of unfriendly guild members and city guardsmen alike.

I was about to go indoors with my meager handful of potatoes and carrots when I noticed a fluttering overhead. A dappled gray-and-white pigeon landed atop the nearby coop and strutted around, scratching at the roof. This wasn’t a messenger from my guild circle. By its markings, I recognized this as Tarius’s bird.

Dusting the loose soil from my hands, I went to the coop and captured the bird. Tied to his foot was a scrap of paper. It contained a brief but chilling message: “Price decided. Kill Habon.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Immediately after receiving Tarius’s note I went indoors, donned my hooded cloak, and strapped on the Thief’s Blade that was both a danger and a protection to me in this city. I hesitated over my magic amulet but was still unwilling to sacrifice my memories to put it on. Instead, I left it in my traveling pack in the upper room I had claimed as my own and grabbed my magic bow and quiver of arrows on the way out.

This was the first time I had come out of hiding since relocating to the old house from the under-levels. Until now, all I had seen recently of the city streets were glimpses over the high walls surrounding the house’s yard. Now as I stepped out the back gate and into a shaded alley, it felt good to leave behind my self-imposed imprisonment.

But I wasn’t a fool. I clung to the backstreets, passing few people and avoiding crowded areas. I kept my hood up, hiding my face in its shadows, and concealed my black-bladed sword beneath the folds of my cloak. The thief king knew I had it and wanted his famed weapon back—along with my head. The city guard too might be looking for a youth matching my description.

Even so, I had no choice but to answer Tarius’s summons. It was understood that on receiving any emergency message I was to proceed at once to a previously agreed-upon meeting place. This was what I had gotten myself into when I agreed to accept the spoiled young noble’s help in defeating my enemy.

The evening shadows were stretching long, and stars had begun to twinkle in the sky by the time I reached the heart of the hedge maze in the public gardens. It made me nervous to return so near the Temple of Light and the sight of the assassination. But the center of the hedge maze was a seldom-visited spot and the safest place we were likely to find for this meeting. The surrounding shrubs rose like tall barriers, hiding the space from all but those most determined to penetrate the maze. The leafy walls shielded us from the casual garden visitors who strolled the grounds outside. Their distant laughter and the indistinct buzz of their conversation drifted to my ears on the cool breeze, mingling with the chirping of crickets.

I found Tarius waiting at the edge of a splashing fountain. He turned at my approach, his gold-embroidered, scarlet cloak swirling around his ankles as he moved. As usual, the praetor’s son could never resist the temptation to make himself conspicuous.

“I got your message,” I said.

“And you hastened to answer my summons as a loyal Valko should,” he said with a smirk.

I ignored the remark. It would do no good to ask him not to compare me to my enemy, the hated man with the scarred chin.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

“Our meeting?”

“Our conspiring to kill your brother. Last I heard, brothers are usually on the same side. Why the sudden desire to remove him?”

A muscle jumped in Tarius’s cheek, but he gave no other sign of internal conflict. “I had hopes for my brother, but he is proving unfit to rule.”

“He hasn’t had much of a chance,” I pointed out. “He hasn’t assumed the title of praetor yet.”

“And already he shirks his duties and avoids his ministers. Worse, he keeps company with unworthy commoners of unfortunate background. He has been seeing that magicker you introduced him to—the Skeltai girl.”

“Ada?” I couldn’t hide my surprise. I hadn’t realized her mysterious outings from the house had involved meeting anyone. But I supposed it made sense. She was young and pretty in a rough sort of way, and that day in the under-levels Habon had obviously been interested.

“He’s besotted,” Tarius said, following my thinking. “It’s disturbing really, a member of our house mingling with a magicker of primitive origins. His association with her will ruin him, of course. It’s just another indication he’s not suited for the high position he’s about to take on.”

Privately I suspected Habon’s actions were irrelevant. No matter what he did, it was inevitable Tarius would eventually want to get rid of him. The younger brother’s ambition wouldn’t allow him to be second while another ruled the province. I should have seen that when he first schemed to murder his own father.

I hid the distaste I felt for anyone willing to turn on his own flesh and blood. “Then you’re determined to go through with it?” I asked.

“I am. I only need to work out the details.”

“Leave those to me,” I said firmly. I had no intention of allowing Tarius to arrange the when and where of the deed. That hadn’t worked out well for me in the past. “I’ll take care of it.” I continued. “But I need time to plan.”

When I left Tarius a short while later, it was with the agreement that I would act against his brother when the time was right. Privately I was sickened by the business and wondered if I could find a way out of it. I had never killed someone who wished me no harm, someone I had no fair grievance against. In fact, of the two brothers, I had more respect for Habon than Tarius. Besides, I was still dodging the authorities after the assassination at the temple. What was the likelihood I could kill a second important figure—the most important in the province—and again escape capture? But Tarius had me trapped, and I knew it. I saw no alternative but to do what he wanted.

Back at the house, I found Ada had returned from her earlier outing. I confronted her with the information I had learned from Tarius. I said nothing of the plan to destroy Habon, only that I knew she was seeing him in secret.

“I didn’t realize I needed your permission,” she pointed out, eyes narrowed.

I had to admit it was none of my business. I didn’t warn her I had been ordered to kill Habon. But thinking of the awful secret, I said that their relationship could only end unhappily. After all we had been through together, I didn’t like the idea of her winding up hurt. If she continued seeing Habon, it was inevitable that she would be.

I expected an argument, but her expression became subdued. “It won’t last,” she acknowledged. “There’s no future for us. With the difference in our stations, no one would ever accept us together. Least of all Habon’s ministers. He feels ruled by them and dreads accepting the praetorship. It is the position he was born for, and everyone expects great things of him. But it isn’t what he wants.”

In the face of her sadness, I said nothing. I could think of no comforting words, considering what I knew lay ahead.

Our conversation was interrupted by a noisy pounding at the door. We were in the kitchen, and there was a side door there that led into the walled yard and garden.

My mind jumped immediately to the many enemies we had feared would catch up to us sooner or later. I drew my sword and silently stationed myself behind the door. Then I signaled Ada to let the newcomer in. I had to admire the magicker girl’s calm. She didn’t look at all alarmed about what she would find on the other side. Then again, it wasn’t her they were probably coming for.

The frantic pounding stopped abruptly as Ada opened the door.

“Where’s Rideon? Is he here?” someone demanded anxiously.

On recognizing the familiar voice, I relaxed and lowered my sword.

“Kinsley, you gave us a fright,” I said as Ada ushered my friend inside. “We thought something was wrong.”

Then I saw the look on the young thief’s face and reassessed my assumption. Something was wrong, it just wasn’t clear what.

“It’s Javen,” Kinsley burst out as soon as the door was securely closed behind him. “The thief king has determined he’s the traitor responsible for the theft of so many items from the treasure room. He’s going to kill him.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

There was no question what I must do and no time to be wasted on details. I snatched up the bow I had only recently leaned in the corner.

“Take me to them,” I said to Kinsley. “You can explain everything on the way.”

And that was what Kinsley did, filling Ada and me in on what had happened, as the three of us hurried out into the night.

Kinsley didn’t seem to know much more than he had already told. Only that the thief king had grown suspicious that there was a rebellious faction within the guild and that it was led by me. He had been watching and waiting and had finally caught Javen in the act of lifting an item from the guild’s treasure hoard. Javen had steadfastly refused to give up any of the others within our circle and would pay for his loyalty this very night with his life.

Every detail I heard added to my sense of responsibility since it was entirely true that Javen was acting under my orders. I couldn’t let one of my oldest thief friends suffer for his allegiance to me. I hadn’t planned to confront the guild leader this early. In fact, I’d never intended to confront him before an entire gathering of thieves. But the speed of events left me with no choice as I followed Kinsley down winding backstreets and dark alleys.

The site the thief king had chosen for his ceremonial execution of the traitor was the ancient temple in old town. We didn’t attempt to hide our approach, passing through the narrow gates of the abandoned part of town and striding up the moonlit path between the hollow shells of abandoned houses. We met other thieves on the way. Although we attracted interested looks, none attempted to stop us. I suspected the thief king guessed tonight’s meeting would tempt me in, and he had given instructions I wasn’t to be interfered with. He wouldn’t want me chased away just as I was willingly entering his trap.

As I mounted the temple steps, flanked by Kinsley and Ada, I had the strange feeling that destiny had been drawing me toward this moment since my first encounter with the guild and its captain. Conscious of the curious eyes upon me, I tossed my cloak over my shoulder, affording a clear view of the Thief’s Blade at my hip. I had used the symbol of guild leadership once before to muster support, and I hoped it would lend me an air of authority again.

I entered a meeting that was already underway. A gathering of thieves filled the space, clustered around their king, who stood between the pillars at the head of the temple. At his feet was a bloodstained block, and on it rested a head, still attached for the moment to its owner. Javen’s hands were bound behind him, and he was obviously in no position to help himself. Lacking his infamous black blade, the thief king gripped an ordinary sword as a replacement. The scene was made more dramatic by the fiery glow of the torches along the walls, casting dancing patterns across the room. The faces of the spectators were bathed in the orange light of the torches and of the braziers filled with hot coals burning in the center of the room.

When I glimpsed the thief king through the crowd, he stood poised to swing his sharp blade and lop off the head of my friend.

It wasn’t a moment for hesitation.

“Stop!” I called out loudly, my voice ringing through the silence of the place.

Looking startled, the thief king lowered his blade. The heads of the crowd turned my direction.

“This man is mine and acts under my orders,” I continued, approaching the front of the temple. “You’re grievance, thief king, is with me.”

Strangely, the spectators parted to make way for me. Walking through their midst, I tried to still the hammering of my heart against my ribs. If the thieves smelled fear, it would be the end of me—and likely of Javen, Ada, and Kinsley too.

“So you have come to rescue your follower,” said the thief king. “You are a greater fool than I imagined.”

Although his words were directed at me, his voice was raised for the benefit of the crowd. His one sharp eye fixed on the black sword I carried at my hip.

“I see you also come to return the Thief’s Blade you stole from me,” he continued.

At a nod from him, a pair of burly men emerged from the crowd on either side of me. I stopped still and didn’t protest as they disarmed me, taking the black sword, my belt knife, and my magic bow.

“The Thief’s Blade is no longer yours,” I said to the thief king, even as the men stood by holding it. “It has found a worthier master. As has this guild.”

At that statement, a murmur rose from the crowd. I didn’t look to see whether it was the sound of approval or condemnation. My focus remained fixed on my rival. I continued toward him, and no one barred my way.

The thief king’s eyebrows rose in mockery, but I saw the glint of controlled anger in his eye. “You surprise me,” he said. “I knew you for a traitor but didn’t realize your arrogance extended quite so far. Do you truly think to wrest control of my own band away from me? Do you imagine any of my guild brothers here would stand for that?”

He swept an arm toward the gathering, exciting some cries of support. The buzz of the onlookers was growing louder.

“You may call them brothers and friends, but you don’t treat them as such,” I said. “They do not share in your power, and they benefit very little from your wealth, the same wealth they have built for you. Why else do you think so many have been swayed against you. If they want their portion of the goods, they must risk death to steal it from the treasure hoard you guard so greedily.”

“You say a great number have been swayed against me?” my enemy asked. Although he feigned surprise, I suspected he already guessed at how I had infiltrated the guild. “Who are these many supporters you claim to have? Javen? The magicker girl? I see Kinsley at your side. Is this your circle of rebels?” He sneered. “If there are more loyal to you than these, let them name themselves. Let them speak for all to hear.”

He tossed his challenge toward the crowd, his expression daring them to respond. Although I saw the faces of many who had joined in my secret circle, none of them spoke up now.

“They can’t make themselves known. Not while you deal ruthlessly with those who speak truths you don’t like,” I said, more for the benefit of the gathering than for the thief king. Like him, I knew winning the audience was what this confrontation was really about. Whoever won the thieves won the guild.

“Things would be different under my leadership,” I continued. “My guild brothers and sisters would have more of a say and a greater share in the spoils they brought in.”

The thief king interrupted with a harsh laugh. “I’ve heard enough of your traitorous talk, youngling. I’ve let you speak, and I’ve given your supposed ‘supporters’ time to add their voices to your argument,” he said. “But now my patience is exhausted. It is time for the guild to make its will known.”

He tossed his sword to a large shaven-headed man nearby. “Kill him,” the thief king ordered the big man.

The fellow hefted the sword but hesitated. He was Thorben, the thief king’s right-hand man and one of the earliest thieves to mentor me when I first joined the band.

A hush fell over the gathering as Thorben and I locked eyes. I could see the indecision in the big man’s face.

I was vaguely aware of Kinsley and Ada edging toward the front of the crowd, as if to protect me. I made a small motion with my hand, willing them to stay out of the way. There was nothing they could do.

“What are you waiting for?” the thief king demanded, angered at the delay. “This betrayer is a threat to the guild! Bring me his head! Or would you rather be ruled by a half-grown boy who’s never drawn blood, never been fit for anything but picking pockets in the street?”

His temper, barely held in check up to now, finally snapped. “Tain! Rorrick!” he shouted at two other thieves in the crowd. “You do it! Rid us of this rebel menace!”

The men he named exchanged glances, but neither drew the daggers at their belts. The surrounding crowd of thieves stirred in confusion. Groups of them began to argue with one another. But nobody moved to follow the thief king’s order against me. My circle of secret followers had done a good job of spreading doubt and quietly sowing rebellion.

“It seems our friends are not as happy with your rule as you believe,” I observed to their leader.

At my taunt, the last of the thief king’s control slipped away. With a roar of rage, he hurled himself at me. Before I had time to react, the guild leader closed the distance between us and grabbed me by the throat. Squeezing as if he would kill me with his bare hands, he closed off my airway until I was choking and gasping for breath. I clawed at his hands. But the thief king was larger than me, despite his lean build, and his grip was deceptively strong. There was a rushing sound in my ears as I fought to escape his hold, struggled to draw breath. I could feel my hammering pulse and the blood rushing to my head.

Slowly my enemy dragged me backward, my feet scrabbling across the stone floor. A blur of orange light moved before my bulging eyes, and I had a sensation of approaching heat. My foe was about to shove my head into one of the fiery braziers. The hot flames leapt up, inches from my face.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

At the last instant, I threw my hand out and caught hold of the side of the brazier. Pain seared through my skin as my hand closed around scorching metal. I managed to shove the brazier away from me. It fell over on its side, fire, sparks, and red coals spilling across the floor.

The thief king was startled by the sudden move, and I took advantage of his distraction. I gave up prying his hands off me and fumbled beneath my cloak. My desperate fingers found the hilt of a small hidden dagger, little more than a potato knife, that my enemy’s men had failed to detect when they disarmed me. I seized the weapon and drew on the last of my strength to thrust it up into the thief king’s belly.

Instantly I felt his grip loosen. I barely had time to stumble out of his way as his legs buckled and he collapsed to the floor. Drawing ragged breaths and feeling the room spin around me, I watched a pool of crimson swiftly form around the lifeless body at my feet.

Vaguely I was aware of the surrounding group of thieves looking on, motionless.

But their stillness didn’t last. As my dizziness passed and the roaring noise in my ears subsided, the gathering erupted into shouting and brawling. The guild was divided. Kinsley, gripping a cudgel in one hand and a dagger in another, plunged into the thick of it. I caught a glimpse of Ada throwing something that looked like magic lightning into the crowd. Someone rushed to unbind Javen. I realized it was Dradac, the forest thief I had brought to Selbius and introduced to the guild. After he set Javen free, both young men joined in the struggle. The rebels were finally emboldened to fight, battling against the thief king’s loyal remnant. Infuriated by their leader’s death, the king’s followers fought viciously. But my friends had the greater number and defended themselves well.

I had no sooner regained my strength than Thorben appeared at my elbow, presenting me with the Thief’s Blade. How he had wrested it away from the thieves who had been holding it, I could only guess. I accepted the offering and plunged into the fray.

It was a brief fight but a bloody one. When it was over, many thieves lay dead on the temple floor or sprawled across the outer steps. But our side prevailed and drove out the other half of the guild.

In the aftermath, I stood among the dead and watched the disappearing backs of our enemies fleeing into the night. The Thief’s Blade, never used by me before, was now stained red with the blood of many who had been my friends. But they had taken the part of their slain king and been willing to destroy me, so I didn’t mourn their deaths.

I looked around and counted my remaining companions. To my relief, I saw Ada, Kinsley, Dradac, and Javen looked dirty and exhausted but unharmed. Dozens of others were uninjured as well. My followers were occupied with nursing their wounds and catching their breaths. A few were picking over the bodies of the dead. With the end of the fighting, an unnatural stillness had descended over us all. I knew I had to seize this moment to make an impression on my followers while our victory was still fresh in their minds.

I walked through the shadowed temple, my boots ringing hollowly in the silence. My friends paused in whatever they did, and I felt their eyes on my back. I stood before the body of my fallen enemy and looked down on the thief king. He appeared less threatening in death, an ordinary man whose power had fled him.

I drew back my black sword and chopped off the corpse’s head in a single, swift motion. The severed head rolled across the tiles like one of the glass marbles my brother used to play with. I shoved aside the mental image, unwilling to let that other part of my life meet this darker one.

Kinsley approached, his blood-spattered face looking weary and uneasy. Perhaps he thought I’d lost my mind.

“What are you doing, Rideon? He was already dead,” he pointed out.

I ignored the question. “Fasten his head to the temple wall,” I said. “The thief king liked grisly decorations. It is time he became one.”

And time I sent a message to his followers and mine.

I didn’t speak the thought aloud, but Kinsley must have guessed what was in my mind, because he obeyed without further questions.

As soon as the thief king’s head was secured to the wall at the front of the temple, I leapt atop the throne-like chair that had been his.

“Hence forward, I am the captain of this band of thieves,” I declared to my friends gathered around.

My words were met with applause and sounds of approval from my loyal followers.

I continued. “I will be a more generous ruler than the last. But make no mistake, anyone who betrays me will find his head fastened up alongside that of our last leader.”

I caught a glimpse of Ada’s face in the crowd. I was unsurprised at the worried way her brows drew together. They were hard words I spoke, but I had no intention of being overthrown in the same way I had just defeated my predecessor.

If the magicker girl didn’t like my apparent eagerness for more blood, everyone else cheered their approval.

But there was no time to glory in my victory. The moment was cut short when a boy, one of our own, burst into the temple. I supposed he must have been acting as a lookout outside.

“The city guard are coming!” he cried.

“They must have been drawn by the noise of the fighting,” I realized.

I ordered everyone to scatter. In minutes, we had cleared out of the temple and fled into the night.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

After that night at the temple, my existence in the city became even more dangerous than before. The city guard couldn’t ignore the violence that had occurred right there in the heart of Selbius. They became more vigilant. We soon received a tip they were watching the Ravenous Wolf tavern and other known criminal hideouts. Fearing the house where I had been laying low since the assassination might be one of those, I realized the time had come for me to leave the city. I had accomplished all I meant to by overthrowing the thief king, splintering the guild, and stashing away as much of the treasure as possible. It was frustrating to leave behind what remained of the wealth. But that was already in the hands of the city guard by now. Anyway, my object had been to gain a band of followers and enough treasure to start us out. I had that now. It was time to escape to Dimmingwood. I would bring a few of my thief friends with me and make preparations to welcome more of them later.

I used the messenger pigeons and my network of thieves to spread word of my plans. The part of the guild who had fought for me were to await my further instructions. The one person I didn’t inform of my leaving was Tarius, up at the castle. I still owed him a favor, and I knew he would try to press me into completing it before I left. But I didn’t have time to deal with him now.

I hastily packed away my things to depart for Dimmingwood. It occurred to me that I spent so much time moving these days I hardly bothered to unpack my traveling bag anymore. I said a brief goodbye to Ada, who had chosen not to join me in my flight from town. She said she stayed to be near Habon, but I suspected it was more than that. We had been friends ever since that day she had rescued Ferran and me from our cruel pursuers back in Camdon. But lately I had felt her distancing herself from me. Since the night of the thief king’s death, she looked at me strangely, as if she didn’t know me. I couldn’t blame her. I hardly knew myself anymore. All that remained of that long ago boy called Luka was the jasper-and-silver ring belonging to my father. That and the little leather-bound book containing the story of my life. All else was swept away, both by the amulet still stowed in my pack and by the death of Ferran. That last seemed to have killed something inside me, destroying my final link to a happier, more innocent time.

And so, Ada and I stood outside the back door of the little house and wished each other well, before parting ways.

“I don’t expect we’ll meet again,” I said to her.

“I imagine we won’t,” she agreed, tucking a strand of silvery hair behind one ear.

Her dress flapped in the morning breeze. It was just after dawn, a fine time for new beginnings but a strange one for goodbyes. The grayness of the sky was just fading into pale blue, and the grass in the yard was still wet with dew. Behind us, the messenger pigeons cooed inside their pens.

“Well, take care of yourself, Ada,” I said briskly. “I hope life is good to you.”

“You too, Rideon.” She looked as if she meant it.

I gave a stiff smile. “It’s too late for that, I think. But I’m glad you wish it for me.”

The tug of sadness I felt as I walked away was balanced by a sense of relief. I would always be grateful for the magicker girl’s early support. But I had plans for the future that I couldn’t carry out beneath her concerned and disapproving gaze. Besides, being with her always made me think of the adventures she, Ferran, and I had been through together. And any memories that brought up Ferran were still too raw to be poked at.

Ducking down a backstreet leading from the house, I tried not to worry about what lay ahead for Ada and Habon. I couldn’t protect them even if I was willing to risk Tarius’s wrath for their sake—and I wasn’t sure I was.

There was no hint of danger in the alleys I traveled. If there had been, the magic bow I had reclaimed after the fight at the temple would have glowed a warning. But the weapon remained as lifeless and cool to the touch as the Thief’s Blade I also carried. Still, I kept a sharp eye out and took care I wasn’t followed on my way.

I met Javen and Kinsley at a prearranged spot at the edge of the beggar’s quarter. They assured me our hastily made plans were all in order. We had struck an agreement with the landlord of the Ravenous Wolf to hide the bulk of our treasure, the wealth we had worked to steal from beneath the thief king’s nose. Anything we couldn’t easily carry with us today was now stashed in the basement below the tavern. Once, I hadn’t dared show my face in that place, dreading the anger of the thief king. But since the fracturing of the guild, the wind had shifted. The landlord was now eager to strike up the same mutually beneficial friendship with me he had enjoyed with the last thief leader. And so he would protect much of my goods until I was in a position to sell them off or send for them.

Javen, Kinsley, and I proceeded to the great sundial that stood at an intersection on the city’s main street. There we found a wagon waiting for us and, clustered around it, the other thieves who would make up the rest of our party. This included Dradac, Thorben, and a handful of others loyal to me. We numbered just over a dozen. There were many other supporters who wanted to join me, but I would summon them later. For now, I had selected only the men I trusted most. I needed to establish my new band and ensure my plans for the future were workable before I burdened myself with too many followers.

I climbed up into the front of the wagon, alongside Thorben. As we rolled slowly through the streets, it felt a lot like that other time we had smuggled stolen goods out of Selbius and into Dimmingwood. Thorben had pulled the same trick today of hiding the cargo beneath a false wagon bed. It was as much of our treasure as we could carry at once. Over this was a scattering of loose straw and a heap of ordinary supplies and traveling packs that no one would question.

I knew a brief moment of tension as we passed between the city gates. After all, it wasn’t long ago the entire city had been in an uproar, looking for the mysterious assassin who had murdered the praetor of Camdon. But no description of me must have ever gotten out, because the gate guards didn’t give me a second glance. They looked over our wagon with equal disinterest and let us continue on our way. Out on the bridge spanning the lake, as the cooling lakeweed-scented breeze blew over me, I felt as if a weight had been lifted away. I hadn’t realized until now how oppressive the city had become. I was eager to escape to the sheltering shadows of Dimmingwood.


* * *




We reached the forest on our second day of travel. But we didn’t head immediately to the place I had in mind. We stopped instead at the first little woods settlement we passed. This was the tiny village of Shadow Haven. I was familiar with the place, having been here twice before. Once, I had taken refuge in the village after an attack by a vicious madman in the forest. Another time, I had come here on a guild errand to trade stolen property from the city with the locals.

It wasn’t by accident that we returned to Shadow Haven now. The thieves had been doing business with the villagers for years, and I planned on keeping up that relationship. I had goods to sell, and more importantly, my party needed more supplies. We had been forced to leave Selbius abruptly and weren’t equipped to exist for weeks in the forest. With any luck, we would acquire all the provisions we needed here.

The villagers greeted us with their usual coolness toward strangers, but we had no trouble interesting them in what we had to sell. Folk here were always glad of a chance to buy cheaply what they couldn’t otherwise afford. They must have guessed the illegal source of our cargo, but it didn’t appear to trouble them. We quickly sold or traded much of our stolen property and obtained the supplies we wanted in return.

Before we left Shadow Haven, I looked up a friend. Brig had given me shelter here during a desperate time, letting me spend a night in the small house he shared with his old grandda. I had taken a liking to the young man. More importantly, I trusted him, which could make him useful. I found Brig living alone and learned his grandda had died since we last met. It was obvious my friend had fallen on hard times. He leapt at the chance to join my band of thieves and leave village life behind.

With our party now larger by one member, we left the settlement and returned to the road.

Not much later, we encountered a passing train of travelers. It seemed a merchant and his servants were returning from Kampshire, the nearest city to Selbius. Considering the number of valuables they carried, it was surprising they lacked hired guards to protect them. Although my companions and I already had more treasure than we could easily transport, this struck me as an opportunity too good to pass up. Besides, there would never be a better chance to test how we would do as forest brigands. It was a different, bolder way of operating than we had been used to back in town.

We let the merchant train pass us by and then pulled our wagon over to the side of the lane while we conferred.

“We don’t want any killing,” I told my followers. “It would draw too much outrage and attention from Selbius.” I didn’t add that I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of murdering innocent people. It sounded weak, and I couldn’t afford to appear soft. “The only way to avoid a fight is to strike fast and overwhelm them with our numbers before they can think how to defend themselves.”

My followers agreed, and we formed a hasty plan. Leaving one man behind with the wagon, the rest of us left the lane and cut through the trees. Hidden behind a screen of greenery, we managed to outrun the slow wagon train and get ahead of it, then lie in wait and attack from the sides before the handful of confused travelers knew what was happening.

They were only lightly armed and heavily outnumbered. There was no struggle. Merely threatening our victims with our swords, knives, and cudgels was enough to provoke surrender. We disarmed them, emptied their purses, and helped ourselves to their choicest goods, taking only what was easy to carry. The thief we had left down the road soon came along with our wagon, and we transferred what we had selected from the merchant’s carts to our own. It was done smoothly and quickly. We left no blood or bodies behind, only a displeased merchant and his sons glaring after us and muttering about retribution. I knew they would report the theft when they reached the city. But by then we would be long gone from this spot, having easily lost ourselves deep within the forest.

I had been worried about how my thieves would perform at what was for most their first highway robbery. Brig in particular had such a gentle manner I wasn’t sure he was up for threatening and thieving. But it went off better than I could have expected.

Laden now with more “treasure” than ever, we continued on our route. When we reached the right place, we temporarily abandoned the wagon, bundling our goods and supplies to our backs. From here it was a long trek deeper into the forest. Luckily, I had made this journey before and had learned the way by heart.

When we finally reached the little clearing we searched for, everything was just as it had been the last time I was here. A deep pool of water stood alongside a pile of red rocks that formed a cave where I had sheltered in the past. There was a splashing stream of water running down the side of the cave and falling into the pool below.

“Friends and outlaws,” I announced to my band, “welcome to Red Rock Camp.”

I had a good feeling about this place, a sense that it would provide us concealment and refuge for a long time to come.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Over the following days, we settled comfortably into the camp. We made the long trek back and forth from the nearest road, transferring all our possessions from the wagon to the cave. Then, since we no longer had use for them or a convenient way to keep them, we disposed of our horse and wagon, sending Brig to trade them in a woods settlement.

Next, everyone went to work learning the skills we would need for living any length of time in the woods. We practiced hunting and trapping small game. We collected herbs and berries, dug privies, and kept a watch around the perimeters of our new camp. I had decided we should start out as we meant to go on. Every man in the camp should be capable of surviving in the forest and should come to know the woods as thoroughly as they had once known the backstreets of the city. We must also be mindful that, although the world was as yet unaware of this new band of thieves setting up in the heart of Dimmingwood, that wouldn’t always be the case. Sooner or later, we would have enemies, even out here in the wild.

We started small, but gradually our little camp grew, as some of our thieves made trips into Selbius. They brought more original guild members out to Red Rock Cave. Our numbers were much smaller than those of the old guild. Half those thieves had split away after the death of the thief king, while others were unwilling to leave families and the city life they knew. But it was a start, the beginning of what I hoped to build into the most successful and feared band of thieves Dimmingwood and the province ever saw.

I enjoyed those early days in the forest. I liked the freedom and felt as if I had been born to live among the leaves and shadows. Alongside my companions, I learned the skills to exist in the wood and familiarized myself with every rock and tree until I knew Dimmingwood better than the locals. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t running anymore. No longer was I struggling for my very existence every day. More than that, this was a welcome distraction for me. The pain of the past and even the loss of my brother were beginning to fade into the distance.

As the weeks passed, we continued robbing travelers and trading with the woods villages. We found the little settlements dotting the forest useful and never made trouble for the inhabitants. I learned from Brig that our band was quickly developing a reputation among the locals. To my amusement, it seemed stories abounded about the ruthlessness and cunning of the captain of this gang of thieves. Despite the fact I ordered my followers to avoid murdering our victims, I was widely believed to be merciless and bloodthirsty. Because of this, folk from the surrounding villages had given me a name. For all the blood supposedly spilt at my hands, they called me Rideon the Red Hand.


* * *




The seasons turned. Fall gave way to winter, and the cold days and nights brought my gang of outlaws fresh challenges. I was so occupied adjusting to my new life that it was easy to forget I had left one final piece of unfinished business back in Selbius. I was reminded of this one chilly morning when a messenger from the city arrived at Red Rock Camp. His was a familiar face, one of our thieves who traveled back and forth between forest and town. He came bearing a message that he said had been brought in by one of our messenger pigeons.

As soon as I opened the note, my heart sank. I recognized the elegant script swirling across the page. The message was simple: It is time.

I knew what that meant. Tarius had grown tired of waiting on me to act on our agreement. He had given me time to work out the details of my final job for him, and I had put the matter off. I could do so no longer. I didn’t like the idea of destroying Habon. For Ada’s sake, I wished Tarius’s brother no harm. More than that, it was irksome that Tarius still thought to give me orders, even at this distance.

But if I didn’t kill Habon, Tarius was fully capable of finding a way to do it on his own. One way or another, he would be praetor of this province one day. His ambition left me in no doubt of it. And when that time came, it would be best for me and my band if he had no reason to feel a personal bitterness against us. If I hoped he would turn a blind eye to our growing operation within the forest on his doorstep, I needed to buy his friendship. There was only one way to do that.

Or was there?

An idea nudged at the back of my mind. Crumpling Tarius’s missive in my fist, I began working out a plan. It was a delicate scheme, its success dependent on details and timing. If anything was off, the whole thing would be doomed to failure. I began making my arrangements right away.

First I used my messenger to get word to Ada in Selbius. I sent her a letter of instructions on exactly what she must do. I only hoped she could guarantee Habon’s cooperation. Without him, the entire thing would fall to pieces.

It would take some days to get her response back, but I already knew what it would be. Although I hadn’t given her all the information, Ada knew me well enough to believe in the danger and to trust in my mysterious plan. I only hoped her faith in me wasn’t misplaced.


CHAPTER TWENTY

It was just after dawn when I first spied the column of riders snaking into view. I lay low, clinging to a branch of a thick tree overhanging the road. Concealed among the green leaves, I watched the approaching party that would soon pass directly beneath me. There were fewer than a dozen armed soldiers riding beneath the banner of a black bear against a scarlet field—the crest of the praetors of Ellesus. At their head rode the familiar straight-backed figure of Habon, Tarius’s brother. He was flanked on either side by men in black armor. I believed those were called the Iron Fists, the late praetor’s personal guards. They were a tough-looking bunch and heavily armed. But I was relieved to see we would have them outnumbered twice over.

My thieves waited on either side of the road, hidden like me among the leafy boughs, behind thick tree trunks, or beneath screens of shrubbery. They awaited my signal. But I didn’t give it. Not yet.

I steadied myself on my perch and drew my bow around from where it was slung across my back. The weapon felt faintly warm to the touch, but it wasn’t glowing yet. I hoped when it did the concealing leaves and branches all around would prevent it capturing unwanted attention. Never taking my eyes off the nearing party of soldiers, I selected an arrow from my quiver and notched it to the bowstring.

Did Habon look uneasy as he led his men out of the open sunshine and into the shadowed edge of Dimmingwood? I couldn’t read his face from this distance. But I had to admire the way he kept his gaze fixed straight ahead, resisting the temptation he must have felt to look left or right. He knew we were here but not at exactly what point he would encounter us. All I had told Ada to inform him was that his life was in immediate danger from a close, nameless source and that his only hope of escaping imminent death lay in allowing himself to be “kidnapped,” snatched from beneath the noses of his guards. For this reason he had been directed to invent an excuse to journey from Selbius to Kampshire at the time and day I specified. He was to travel by the path I chose and to bring as few companions as he could manage. Because I suspected he wouldn’t agree otherwise, I had given assurance none of his guards would be harmed—a promise I privately knew I couldn’t keep.

I recounted them now, as the party followed the road drawing them closer to our waiting ambush. I was looking for a particular face, one I had instructed that Habon must bring with him today. Had he done as I wished?

He had. I gritted my teeth as I spotted the familiar figure I was looking for, riding at the back of the line. Hatred rushed through me. But I mustn’t let my emotions distract me from the moment.

The troop was passing directly beneath me now. I gave a low birdcall I had practiced, the signal for my thieves to spring into action. Without waiting for a response, I drew back the arrow notched to my string and let it fly.

The shaft shot through the air and struck the sword arm of the black-armored guard riding nearest Habon. Instantly I followed the shot with another aimed at immobilizing the guard on his other side. My magic bow seemed to guide me, as I loosed one arrow after another on the soldiers below. True to my word, I tried to avoid killing shots, but it was hard to know how well I succeeded in the confusion.

Horses reared and riders shouted as they struggled to bring their mounts under control. Many fell to the ground, wounded. The ring of steel echoed through the wood as swords were drawn. Before my targets could tell from what direction the danger came, thieves descended upon them. Dropping out of tree branches or bursting out of the surrounding bushes, my men overwhelmed the outnumbered soldiers. I had to stop firing arrows for fear of hitting my own people.

Replacing my bow with my black-bladed sword, I swooped down from the boughs and landed in the middle of the fray. I found myself face-to-face with the one enemy I had ordered my thieves to avoid, the one I had instructed Habon to bring with him. I would deal with this one myself.

My foe must have known I was looking especially for him. I could see the recognition in his eyes as he gripped a sword and advanced on me.

Looking at the three-cornered hat pulled low over his forehead and the familiar livid scar standing out angrily against his chin, I was unexpectedly shaken. I had waited a long time for this moment, and now I found myself too frozen to act. A memory flashed through my mind of my last struggle with this man back in the tower room of Selbius Castle. I had been fighting him right at the moment when Ferran’s rope had come untied and my brother had plunged to his death. Another memory raced through my head, the dark night when the old servant Cadvan had deposited Ferran and me in the black carriage. The scarred man had carried us away out of the province and then delivered Ferran into the hands of an enemy. This Valko, servant of the late praetor, had much to pay for.

Jolted out of my paralysis, I raised the Thief’s Blade just in time to block his descending blow. His sword slid down mine with a screech of metal. Feeling my enemy’s superior strength in the pressure of the blade, I knew I would have only speed to counter with. I was small and fast and had been trained long ago by my father’s sword master. I summoned up that training now and launched an assault against my foe. Taken aback by the violence of my attack, my enemy gave ground.

I was vaguely aware of the commotion around us, of my thieves warring with the armored Iron Fists. But locked in my own personal battle, all my concentration was on Valko and the furious desire to destroy him. Seemingly recovering from his initial surprise, my foe put his strength behind his blade and used it like a hammer to batter my sword down. When my sword arm was too weak to block his next blow, he broke through my defense. He scored my forearm with a quick cut before I managed to drive him off. It was a shallow wound, but the sting was distracting. My sleeve was immediately wet with blood. I used the pain and the anger to dart past Valko’s guard. My quick blade found its mark, and I plunged it deep into the belly of my enemy.

It happened so fast I was as surprised as my foe. I could only stare as red blossomed across his tunic. His weapon slipped from his fingers to fall to the ground. A second later, he followed it, landing face down upon the dew-covered grass.

I stood over my enemy, waiting to feel some sense of relief, of triumph. But it was a hollow victory, come too late to do Ferran or anyone else good.

I became aware again of what was going on around me. My thieves had injured and disarmed the other soldiers and were now driving them away. They had been remarkably successful at obeying my order to kill only if necessary. Just one body—Valko’s—lay upon the ground. This wouldn’t do, I remembered.

I approached one of the few foes who remained fighting. Habon had been knocked from his horse but was still on his feet. To my eye, it was obvious he struggled only enough to put on a show for his men. He wasn’t trying to win. I walked directly behind him. While he was distracted by Dradac and Kinsley, I struck him on the back of the head with the hilt of my sword. He dropped like a stone to the ground.

Seeing the heir to the praetorship seemingly dead, the last remaining guards still struggling to defend him left the fight and fled. We gave chase, driving them off down the road until all that could be seen of them was the dust kicked up by their horses.

As soon as they were gone, I returned to the scene of the fight to find Habon just beginning to stir on the ground. I went to stand over the praetor’s fallen son.

“This will go faster if you’re awake,” I told Habon. “Get up.” I offered him a hand.

He stared at it, then at my face. His surprise was evident. “You’re the one behind this scheme?” he asked. “When Ada told me I was in danger and someone wanted to help, I never thought of the Camdon congrave’s son.”

“If you had known it was me, you might not have come,” I pointed out. “It was best to keep you in the dark.”

It was true. I could see in his eyes that when he looked at me he saw an assassin, one who had coldly murdered the praetor of Camdon at the funeral in the temple. I looked little better now, in the role of forest brigand. But he would just have to trust me.

I said, “We need to exchange your clothing for his.” I nodded toward Valko’s lifeless body nearby. “Start getting undressed while I strip the corpse.”

Habon followed my gesture toward the dead servant. “You’ve failed to keep your word,” he accused. “You swore none of my men would be harmed in this.”

“He’s not your man; he was your father’s creature,” I answered shortly. “And believe me, he was far from innocent.”

“You have some grudge against him,” Habon observed. “That is why you especially instructed I was to include him in the company.”

I looked at my vanquished enemy, lying dead upon the ground. “Yes, I had a grudge against him.”

I said no more as I began to strip the corpse.

Slowly, reluctantly, Habon followed my directions to undress, although I could see he was confused. As soon as I had the dead body unclothed, I transferred Habon’s clothing onto Valko. Understanding began to dawn on the face of the praetor’s son as I gave him the dead man’s things to put on.

But he was skeptical. “I see your plan,” he said. “But you’ll never carry it off.”

“We’ll see about that,” I said.

I noticed he was holding something back, a brooch he had removed from his fine coat, before giving the garment over to be put on the corpse. “We’ll need to put that on him too,” I said. “It’ll make the deception more convincing.”

Habon stubbornly refused to give up the item, a round brooch of hammered metal, inlaid with copper- and amber-colored stones. It was large enough to fill my fist and inscribed across the back were the words “fidelity and service.”

“This belonged to my father and should be passed down to my firstborn one day,” Habon insisted. “I cannot part with it.”

I gave up persuading him and went to look over the corpse, now dressed like Habon. I was glad to see my memory hadn’t deceived me. The man with the scarred chin had roughly the same height, build, and coloring as the praetor’s son. The rest of the details wouldn’t matter when I was through.

I told Dradac and Kinsley to set the corpse afire and to watch over the burning. I wanted to make sure the face was ultimately unidentifiable, yet preserve enough of the clothing that it would be recognized as Habon’s. As my thieves kindled the fire, I took Habon’s sword also and added that to the blaze.

“With any luck, this will accomplish what we need,” I told a doubtful Habon. “When your guards return with reinforcements from the city to rescue you, this is all they will find. It should appear that a band of forest brigands set out to rob you and your company. Upon discovering too late the importance of the man we had murdered—that he was none other than the heir to the praetorship—we panicked and tried to destroy the evidence of our accidental treason.”

“Your plan won’t succeed,” Habon told me. “My brother will be called upon to identify my body, and he will realize this charred corpse is not me.”

“I don’t think Tarius will be looking too hard,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means as long as you stay out of the way and never resurface to interfere with his plans, I think Tarius will be content to let you stay dead.”

“Then it is as I feared,” Habon said as if to himself. He looked at me with a pained expression. “You’re saying the person plotting my death is my own brother.”

I didn’t spare him the truth. “He asked me to kill you.”

“I have long suspected he wished to assume my place as our father’s heir. But I can’t believe he would go so far as to arrange my death,” Habon said.

Despite his words, I could see by the betrayed look in his eyes that he knew it was true.

“What do I do now?” he asked, seeming lost.

“That is up to you,” I said. “Most men would return to confront him. But I’ve gone to the trouble of this elaborate ruse because I don’t think that’s what you’ll want. From what I know of you, you’ll not find the position of praetor worth fighting for. I believe it’s a simpler life you desire. And if I’m right, your convenient ‘death’ gives you the opportunity to live it.”

I could see him struggling to come to grips with all this information.

“If you don’t take this chance, I can’t guarantee you another,” I prompted. “Sooner or later, your brother will be the death of you, just as he arranged the attempted assassination of your father in Deerwood. That your father survived that day was due to my reluctance to murder him, not to any lack of determination on Tarius’s part.”

He looked startled. “Tarius ordered my father’s killing?”

“He told me to make it look like an accident.”

Habon absorbed this.

“Then that really was you, the thief my father hanged in the wood?” he asked. “I thought I was imagining your resemblance. How is it possible that you are here now, when I saw you die?”

“Magic,” I said with a grim smile. “Where you’re going, you’d best get used to it.”

“You’re taking me to Ada,” he realized.

“Come on,” I said.

I bound my lightly injured arm and left a couple of my men watching over the burning corpse. Then the rest of us led Habon off into the trees.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

It was a day’s travel from the road where the ambush had occurred to the part of the forest where Ada’s family camped outside a little woods village. We arrived to find Ada had followed my instructions, coming to Dimmingwood and staying with her kin to await our arrival. She stood by with provisions and was ready to slip away from the camp immediately, before anyone around could recognize Habon in his rough disguise.

“You must find someplace secret to settle and never again communicate with any friends or family from your former lives,” I told the couple as they prepared to set out. “Our deception has brought you a chance for the new life you want together. But a complete break with your past selves is the only way you’ll escape detection. You must never give Tarius cause to suspect your survival or to come looking for you.”

“We understand,” Ada assured me. “I know of a quiet spot here in the province, an isolated community where we can live like common farm folk, unnoticed.”

I frowned. “Here in the province? Farther away would be safer. Someplace where Tarius couldn’t find you in the future even if he sent his Iron Fists to search.”

“My brother wouldn’t go that far,” Habon argued. “Even as hungry for power as he is, if we make no trouble, he’ll be willing to count us dead. You said so earlier yourself.”

I wasn’t sure I really believed that. Who knew how far a cunning young man like Tarius—or Praetor Tarius, as he was soon to become—would go to remove all rivals? I remembered his hatred for natural magickers. If he realized one had stolen off with his brother, how far would his wrath extend?


* * *




The thieves and I left Ada and Habon to make their own journey. I wished them well and was surprised to feel a faint tug of sadness as I saw the last of them. I had the satisfaction of knowing I had repaid my debt to Ada for her faithful friendship to Ferran and me. But it was strange to realize that, when we parted for good, I was severing my last link to the past. From here on out, there would be no one in my life who had ever known me as anything other than an outlaw. Going forward, Rideon the Red Hand was my only identity.

My thieves and I traveled back toward the part of Dimmingwood that would eventually lead us to Red Rock Camp. Shortly after we passed the site of the ambush, the woods began to darken. The day was stretching into night. We would have continued on our way, but we happened upon an abandoned farmhouse and a dilapidated old barn. Wearied, we decided we were a safe enough distance from the road to pass the night in the comfort of shelter.

Perhaps comfort was too strong a word for what we found. While most of the band chose the house, Dradac, Kinsley, and I decided to sleep in the barn, where it was less crowded. It was a decaying structure with gaps between the boards that let in cold blasts of wind. I climbed up into a loft and lay down in a scattering of moldy-smelling straw. After arranging the Thief’s Blade and my magic bow within easy reach, I went to sleep.

I wasn’t sure what woke me a few hours later. I lay still in the total blackness of the barn and listened. There were the snores of my companions nearby and the soft sigh of the wind whistling under the doors and through the cracks in the walls. And then from somewhere distant came a shout. The words were indistinct, but it sounded like the raising of an alarm. I cried a warning to Dradac and Kinsley, waking them from their sleep. Groping around in the darkness, my searching fingers found the Thief’s Blade in the straw beside me. I snatched it up and clambered down the ladder from the loft. From outside came more shouts and sounds of commotion.

I burst out the doors of the barn with Dradac and Kinsley on either side. We emerged into a scene of chaos. My thieves had spilled out of the nearby farmhouse and were fighting for their lives against a hoard of attackers. Armed and on horseback, the enemy had us outnumbered. Already I saw some of my men dead upon the ground. Beneath the faint moonlight, I identified our black-armored foes as Iron Fists, the personal guard of the praetor. Somehow the soldiers we had attacked the other day must have gotten word to the city and gathered reinforcements faster than we had dreamed possible. Now they were here, determined to avenge their seemingly murdered heir to the praetorship.

I rushed into the frenzied fray, charging between the enemies’ horses and slashing my way toward my companions. In the darkness, it was difficult to tell friend from foe. Great bulky shapes rose up in the shadows before me. Only the sheen of armor or the flash of a scarlet cloak would warn me at the last moment that I was facing a Fist. Plunging and rearing horses were dangerous obstacles in my path. The cries of men and the ringing of blades mingled with the screams and snorts of the animals.

Although we fought fiercely, it was immediately obvious the thieves stood no chance in this fight. Our only hope was to escape into the trees and lose the soldiers in the dense forest. As soon as I reached my followers, I gave the order to flee for the cover of the woods. Abandoning the farm and the clearing, we dashed through bushes and trees, into the deeper shadows of the wood.

Our enemies gave chase but were slowed by the thickness of the forest growth. We could hear them on their mounts crashing clumsily through the underbrush. But we traveled fast and light. We had come to know this part of the wood as well as we had once known the crooked lanes and back alleys of the city. After splitting up to confuse pursuit, we darted through trees, scrambled over little hills, and splashed through shallow streams. Gradually the sounds of the soldiers behind us began to fade in the distance.

But we didn’t dare slow down. Not until we had put so much distance between us we were confident of safety. Hours later, dawn found me running with Javen and Thorben, the rest of my party having scattered in other directions. That was all right. We knew where we would meet up again. As the three of us scrambled to the top of a steep rise, we finally stopped and risked a look back in the direction we had come. Of the black-armored pursuers there was no longer any sign. We had lost them.

But a more chilling sight met my eyes as I looked toward the part of the wood we had fled. In the distance, rising to meet the lightening morning sky was an ominous orangey glow. Thick plumes of black smoke spiraled upward and gathered like a haze over the treetops. The acrid smell of burning wood drifted to my nostrils on the breeze.

“They’ve set the forest ablaze,” Javen said unnecessarily.

He was right. Whether it had been an accident or an intentional act of vengeance, the Iron Fists had set fire to Dimmingwood.

In a somber mood, we continued on to Red Rock Camp, where the rest of our companions trickled in over the rest of the day. There, from the safety of our hiding place, we counted our losses, noting who returned and who did not. A number of thieves had fallen during the attack. There was no talk of going back for them. They were either already dead or soon would be, if they had fallen into the hands of the enemy. There had been another loss as well, I realized soon after reaching camp. Somewhere during the commotion of the previous hours, I had lost my magic bow. Maybe it was the exhaustion of all that had happened or maybe it was the usual confusion of my memories lately, but I couldn’t remember the last place I had seen the weapon.

Gloomily our band set a watch around the camp perimeters. It was no longer an exercise in training. Our lives now depended on how closely we guarded our base. There were enemies searching for us and most likely a price on our heads. We were true forest outlaws now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Over the following days, I reflected that I should never have gotten involved in helping Ada and Habon. The cost to my gang of thieves had been high. This was my last good deed, I promised myself. From now on, I would look after the welfare of my band first.

Once I felt the immediate threat had passed and the forest was no longer filled with searching soldiers, I went searching for my bow. I ranged far out from Red Rock, retracing my footsteps as best I could remember. I traveled through the blackened area that had been burned by our vengeful pursuers and returned as close as I dared to the site of the attack. But the magical weapon never turned up. I had no choice but to accept it was lost to me forever.

I did find one thing while I was out poking among the burned and smoking remains of that part of the forest. I hadn’t even realized I had lost my little leather-bound book during that night’s escape. I hadn’t noticed it missing until now, when I found it lying upon the ash-strewn ground. It must have fallen out of the pocket of my cloak as I fled my enemies.

It was ruined now, its once smooth cover blackened by the flames. The curled pages inside were singed and unreadable. All that remained intact was a single blank page in the back, which I had not yet filled with words. As quickly as that, my past was erased, the events I had so carefully recorded suddenly gone, never to be regained. My years spent with Ferran in the Eyeless Tower had faded to a distant, unhappy dream. As my oldest memories continued to darken, damaged by the magic amulet and my repeated deaths and rebirths, I knew it was only a matter of time until all would be gone. My worst fear had been realized. Soon I would be left with only my present reality and no notion of what had come before it.

Even while I dealt with this blow, I had more immediate and practical matters to concern me. I still waited to learn whether there would be any further reprisal for Habon’s “death,” coming from the direction of Selbius.

I suspected it wouldn’t be long before I heard from Tarius. I was right. Only a week after the ambush, a runner arrived in camp, bearing a written message for me. Tarius’s familiar scrawl covered the page. He wrote that his plans proceeded well since “the incident” and that he prepared for a smooth transition into the praetorship. All accepted him without question as the inevitable heir since the tragic death of his brother.

Despite the apparent success of his scheme and the work I had done for him, the tone of his message was vaguely dissatisfied. He mentioned a curious thing he had discovered during an examination of his late brother’s charred remains. One foot of the corpse remained undamaged, and this foot was conspicuously bare of a particular scar Habon had sustained in childhood. If Tarius didn’t have such great faith in my methods, he said, he would wonder at this unexpected finding.

It was easy to read the sarcasm in his words. Tarius was many things but never a fool. It had been too much to expect that he would be as deceived as everyone else by the switch I had made. Yet he offered no accusations. He wrote that he was preparing to bury Habon—and that he trusted his brother would remain buried. From this point on, he wished no further dealings with me or my forest thieves. He concluded:

Henceforward, in my future role as praetor, I must uphold the law. I will be expected to make some show of retribution against the forest brigands who murdered my brother. It will be best if you and your thieving friends hide deep in your woods until time has passed and certain events are forgotten. Otherwise, the next time we meet you may find yourself at the end of a rope.

I burned the note as soon as I had read it. As the paper curled in the flames and transformed into ash, I knew my association with Tarius was over.

At least I could now be sure there would be no serious reprisals for Habon’s “murder.” Tarius would make some brief pretense of searching for the infamous Dimmingwood outlaws. But it was ultimately in his interests to let the matter die.

While I watched the letter burn, the orange glare of the flickering campfire reflected off the jasper-and-silver signet ring on my thumb, reminding me there remained one thing yet to be done before I could close this chapter of my life.

I went out among the trees and dug a hole, where I buried my father’s ring, along with the pale lock of my mother’s hair contained within its hidden compartment. I was no longer the congrave’s son. If I was honest with myself, I had ceased to be that youth some time ago. Much as Tarius was eager to bury his brother, I was now impatient to bury the past. Nothing of who I had once been now remained. I was ready to be Rideon the Red Hand.

Later, I returned to Red Rock Cave, where my remaining followers and I now made our shelter. In an alcove we used for storing provisions, I sat on the stone floor, balancing my fire-damaged, leather-bound book across my knee. I took up a quill and inkpot, and beneath the golden glow of a lantern, I began to write. I made my final record on the only undamaged page of the book.


* * *




I don’t know why I feel compelled to finish this last page. With all that has gone before wiped away, my attempt to preserve the past has already failed. I no longer believe it is even worth preserving. As memory fades, there will soon be nothing left.

Nothing but the magic amulet. I’ve taken it out of its place in the bottom of my old traveling pack and it lies before me now. As the dancing lantern light glints off its purple surface, I think about the immortality it offers and wonder whether it is worth the cost. If I wear it again, it will take away my last recollections of Ferran. Maybe even my memories of Ada, my magic bow, and my earliest days as Rideon. Is this too high a price to pay for the ability to return from death?

One thing is certain. Wherever I go from here, whatever future lies ahead, there is no longer anything holding me back.


EPILOGUE

Twenty years later…



 

The crowd in Selbius’s market square is strangely hushed as I pass through their midst. Maybe it’s because I am escorted by an Iron Fist on either side. More likely it’s because this is the first and last opportunity of many to look upon the forest outlaw who has made himself infamous over the past two decades. Even little children stare at me in awe as I pass, as if my storied list of misdeeds is as well-known to them as it is to me.

The throng parts before the soldiers leading me forward. They grip my arms as if to prevent my running away, but they needn’t bother. I offer no resistance as I am led up the steps to the platform. A confused wisp of memory stirs through my head. Something about having always been meant to die on a scaffold. A person once dear to me—I can’t recall who—died similarly long ago.

The detail eludes me, and I let it go, refocusing on the moment. I wouldn’t want to miss the most important day of my life. At least I suspect it’s the most important, although I have no real recollection of my youth or of the time before I became an outlaw. There are only the ghostly fragments of memory that surface in moments like this.

Someone steps forward and places a strong loop of rope around my neck. Rather than fear the rough braid, it seems to me the hangman’s noose is an old friend. I smirk at the man who tightens it.

An official in long robes steps forward and reads from a scroll, reciting a record of my crimes. The list is already familiar to me, so I stop listening to the drone of his voice and instead look out at the crowd of upturned faces. As I scan the gathering of strangers, one hooded figure stands out from the rest—a young girl of around sixteen years. She was once one of my band of thieves, and I was her captain. She has since overthrown me and taken over leadership of my men. And yet somehow I know she is here today to support me.

Not for the first time, her silvery hair and pointed ears stir a distant memory, reminding me of some vague and nameless acquaintance from long ago. Even the weapon she sometimes carries, a glowing bow, feels like a thing I should recognize.

One of my blood, an orphaned girl child, will be a hound at your heels and a thorn in your side. You must be hard on the child to form greatness in her. Teach her pain and strength, for she will need both. The survival of the province depends on it.

I shake aside the words that have often drifted through my mind when looking at the stubborn girl. She is a nuisance, nothing more.

The robed official is still going on, “…sentenced by the greatly merciful but ever-just Praetor Tarius to immediate death…”

The onlookers stir as he continues, their mood seeming to change from curiosity to resentment. They don’t approve of my death. They prefer me to their cruel praetor.

The official, looking nervous, hastens through his speech and asks if I have any final words.

I ignore him, fixing a contemptuous look on my executioners. A Fist steps forward to bind my hands behind my back while another places his hand on the lever that will drop the trapdoor from under my feet in another moment.

I lift my gaze above the heads of the crowd and turn my eyes toward Dimmingwood in the distance. A smile tugs at my lips as I feel the weight of an old amulet around my neck and the familiar buzz of energy surrounding it. Death is only seconds away. But I’m not as frightened as I should be, because I’ve died before. I’m not afraid to do it again.

 

 

THE END



 

~~~
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The sky was streaked with the semilight of early dawn, the air crisp with the kind of chill that leaves a tingle in the lungs. A stiff winter wind cut through the market square, whipping long strands of my silver-colored hair into my face. I lifted my hood as I entered the gathered throng around the east end, less as a shield against the wind than for the purpose of hiding myself from curious eyes.

I could scarcely walk anywhere in the city since the day of the praetor’s pardon without being recognized and hailed by the citizens. Their gratitude seemed genuine, but I was uncomfortable under the attention of so many. Their praise made me ill at ease because I wondered how many of them would willingly have cheered at my hanging only a few days ago when I was still an acknowledged outlaw. Besides, today wasn’t a day for congratulations.

I turned a shoulder and slid through the crowd as silently as a fish slipping through dark waters. There was a strange restlessness about the audience, but no one pushed or shoved, and every voice was hushed. I felt a ripple move through the gathering as I made my way forward. Beyond the crowd I glimpsed snatches of color, the crimson and midnight of the Fists’ uniforms as they passed by. The chink of metal armor and the ring of heavy boots echoed across the cobblestone pavement. As one, the crowd strained forward, craning their necks for a view of the escort and their prisoner.

I hung back, clinging to the shadows along the edge of a market stall, inwardly continuing the battle I had thought already decided when I first donned my cloak and slipped outdoors before dawn. How long had I paced the confines of Hadrian’s tiny hut on the river barge, railing at the fate that had brought this story to such an inevitable end? How long had I questioned my intentions in coming here? Was it satisfaction at my victory, a desire to look into the eyes of the leader I had overthrown and let him see that just once it was I who would walk away in triumph? Did a cold part of me want to gloat at such a moment?

I hated to think anything that low could drive me, but my feelings were a confused mass even I couldn’t untangle. All I could be certain of was that whatever initially carried me forward, I took no pleasure now in putting one foot in front of the other, moving deeper into the throng. Roughly I forced my way through the tightly packed spectators, causing a few exclamations and muttered oaths until the offended parties caught a glimpse of my face. Then they fell utterly silent and stood aside. I saw one person turn to another, and like wild flames, a whisper spread through the crowd.

It’s her! She is here! Of course she would be…

I closed my ears to the murmurs and tried not to feel their stares settle over me. Toward the forefront of the crowd I caught sight of my object.

He was being led up a set of long wooden stairs onto a high platform just above the heads of the crowd. A brawny Fist flanked him on either side with iron-gauntleted fists clamped firmly on both his arms. Their presence was unnecessary. He neither struggled nor sagged in defeat between his escorts but carried himself easily, defiance gleaming from jewel-green eyes shot with glints of fire. For a lifetime those eyes had hypnotized everyone who looked into them, compelling a loyalty kings might have envied. They’d drawn me to the very brink of destruction more than once in my overwhelming eagerness to win one look of approval.

And I never had.

It was with a sinking stomach that I watched him ascend the steps to the scaffold. A man in long robes opened a thick scroll to read the listed crimes of the condemned man to the crowd. As if there were any need to do that. As if there was so much as a child in our midst who had not heard of Rideon the Red Hand and couldn’t recite his misdeeds from memory.

I ignored the words of the official and focused my attention on the prisoner. He showed no hint of fear as a loop of rope was placed around his neck and the rough braid tightened around his throat. His eyes roved over the crowd with a chilling confidence as if it was he who waited to witness our execution instead of the reverse. The hint of a smile hovered around his lips as if he laughed at some private joke. As if he and only he were aware this entire plot was unfolding exactly as he had written it and we were the real dupes of the scene. I felt the crowd’s unconscious response of mingled surprise and anger.

We waited in utter silence as the robed official fell silent, his last words ringing out over the stillness.

“…sentenced by the greatly merciful but ever-just Praetor Tarius to immediate death by hanging. Let no man pity the scoundrel or recount his past misdeeds. From this day forward, by the decree of the praetor, to mention the very name of Rideon the Red Hand shall constitute an act of treason against the province and be punished as such.”

Even the crowd seemed to think this a bit much. A few startled gasps erupted as, for a moment, their indignation turned from the convicted man to his oppressor. I wondered if they were remembering an earlier time when some had thought the Red Hand a hero of the common folk for daring to challenge their heavy-fisted ruler.

The executioners hurried with their task as if they could sense the opinion of the people swinging against them. The robed official, looking out at the stony faces turned upward, paled and proclaimed hastily, “If the condemned has any final words, the gracious praetor will allow him to speak them.”

The praetor wasn’t even present, but perhaps the nervous official hoped the prisoner would say something to persuade the crowd to accept his fate without a riot. He might better have feared a rousing speech calculated to incite violence. But neither came. Rideon the Red Hand was too good a player to an audience to ruin a tragic moment or a somber mood with mere words.

I felt sympathies rise higher in the face of his proud silence and arrogant gaze. Even in death it seemed the outlaw mocked his old enemy. He would be a martyr to these people, I realized suddenly, his death a rallying point for future revolt. And that was doubtless exactly how he had planned it.

After a prolonged hush, his executioners evidently decided they had been more than generous. Now they acted with rude haste to secure the prisoner’s hands tightly behind his back before removing their own feet from the vicinity of the trapdoor. A uniformed Fist moved to the lever that would drop the floor. I sensed his eagerness at the task and knew with a flash of insight the Fists had fought over which of them would receive the coveted pleasure of drawing the lever that would plunge the outlaw to his death. Had Terrac been among them? Surely not. I didn’t see him here today.

The question was blasted from my mind by a sudden bolt of emotion shooting through me like a hot arrow. Pride. Fear. Fury. Regret.

They weren’t my emotions— They came from the man at the end of the rope. But for a moment they had been made mine. I hadn’t sought Rideon out this final time, but somehow his life essence had touched mine, and despite the unpleasantness of the contact, I couldn’t find it in me to shake it loose. On the surface Rideon remained aloof, head held high, feet planted wide, as if they stood confidently on firm forest ground, rather than hovering over a chasm of death.

But for a brief instant, my magic was stronger than it had ever been. I was one with him. Somehow, miraculously, his eyes dropped to find me unerringly in the crowd. Our gazes met and held. I discovered then what I had come for. I felt his flicker of surprise as he realized I was the last one standing after all the others had fallen, felt a grudging respect from him that warmed me at my very core. I was again the hungry hound who had waited so long to win my captain’s recognition.

I sensed rather than saw the Fist’s hand hovering over the lever.

Rideon’s eyes left mine, lifting to gaze above the heads of the crowd and into the distance. Toward Dimmingwood. I watched his face take on a faraway look, saw his chest rise in a final intake of breath. And then, suddenly, he was gone. The platform dropped from beneath him with a sharp cracking noise. The rope went taut, the crowd held their breaths. And then it was all over.

I didn’t linger after but turned abruptly and shoved my way through the crowd to exit the market square. I needed to get into the open air, needed to find some place where I could breathe again. I felt the rolling waves of the crowd’s resentment breaking, heard the confused cries and threats from the Fists as the newly angry mob closed in. Too late the people realized their enemy had also been their champion. I didn’t pause to look back as the fighting erupted. Violence hovered in the air of this city, and perhaps it would for a long time. But I wouldn’t be a part of it today.

Today my captain was dead.

 

END OF EXCERPT
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