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Discovered. Destroyed. Reborn.

 

After losing his brother and being murdered by his enemies, Rideon thought there was nothing left that could hurt him. But he soon discovers life only gets more dangerous after death. Restored by magic, he must trek through a hostile wilderness while stalked by a deranged wild man. His only possessions, a cursed bow and a powerful amulet, prove as treacherous as they are necessary.

 

Driven by the need to find his young brother before their enemies reach the boy first, Rideon must enter dangerous territory and risk the wrath of the ruthless thieves’ guild and its cunning king.
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PROLOGUE

My enemies are closing in again. I have set myself against nobles and thieves alike, and now both have cause to seek my blood. I don’t know from which direction the next blow will fall. All I know is that it’s coming.

Worse than the outside danger is the threat from within, the betrayal of my mind as memory fails. Recollections of my golden childhood and even the shadowed years in the tower grow dim. The magic amulet dangling from a chain around my neck might as well be a hot coal burning into me. Would my thoughts be this fragmented if I took it off? It doesn’t matter. I don’t dare. After all that has happened, I now realize how dependent I am on the very thing that hurts me.

That is why I preserve the sacred memories of the past and of my lost family in the only way left to me. I sit alone in the failing light filtering through the smudged glass of the nearby window and scribble in this little book a record of all that has happened. I dwell especially on events of the past few weeks.

Raucous noises, the chants and jeers of men and the snarls of beasts, come from the room below. But I try not to hear them. There is much to record, and the daylight to write it in grows weaker. In more ways than one, my time is running out.


CHAPTER ONE

A warm breeze stirred through the green branches overhead and scattered loose leaves across my path. The great boughs creaked in the wind, and the surrounding underbrush rustled. Somewhere in the distance, a wood bobber could be heard pecking at a tree. No other sounds met my ears as I trudged through the unfamiliar wood. Dappled sunlight streamed through the canopy above, its golden patterns dancing across the forest floor.

But I was in no mood to be cheered by my peaceful, new surroundings or even by the surprising fact that I was still alive when all reason suggested I shouldn’t be.

I had been briefly dead according to the strange old riverwoman who put me ashore on the banks of the creek earlier this morning. Not that I believed her odd ramblings. She was an eccentric creature, probably mad, but at least kindly. She had let me spend last night on her raft and had fed me a final meal only a few hours ago. Then she had tried to discourage me from leaving her to set off into the forest. Perhaps she thought I needed more time to recover from my near drowning.

But I wouldn’t be dissuaded from going. I could afford no delay. Not when everything in me shouted of desperation to get back to my brother. I had thought of nothing else since regaining consciousness after the old woman fished me out of the lake yesterday. I had leapt off the city wall and into that mist-shrouded lake to escape men who were trying to murder me. The jump saved me from my enemies, but it separated me from my brother Ferran and from our only ally, a magicker girl named Ada. It also “killed me,” in the words of the old riverwoman, who claimed only her magic amulet had restored my life.

I was grateful for the intervention of this strange passerby on her raft despite her nonsensical ideas. But I was also frantic to return to the city that the water carried us away from. When I had last seen Ferran and Ada, they were in danger. I had drawn off their pursuers but feared the enemy had returned to the chase after failing to capture me. For all I knew they might already be in the clutches of our foes.

The sooner I cut through this Dimmingwood that stood in my way, the sooner I could rescue them. Unfortunately, the forest seemed determined to thwart me.

I paused and tried to decide whether I was heading along the right route. I was no woodsman. One tree looked like another. Without a clear path to follow, I had only my sense of direction to tell me the way back to the city of Selbius.

I pushed on, hoping for the best, because it was all I could do. My stomach was already rumbling with hunger again, making me wish I had accepted the dried biscuits the riverwoman tried to send with me. But I didn’t like to take her food when she obviously had so little.

Thinking of the old woman made me look down at her gift to me, the magical amulet now dangling from its cord around my neck. I couldn’t deny there was something powerful about the object even if I didn’t fully believe it had brought me back to life. A strange energy seemed to crackle in the air around the charm. When I gazed into its depths, it swirled with an inner light.

I was distracted from my uneasy contemplation of the amulet by a sudden flare of heat spreading across my back. It wasn’t just the natural warmth of sunshine filtering through the trees. This was a heat I was growing all too familiar with. It instantly sparked alarm.

I stopped in my tracks. The magic bow slung across my back only flared to life like this when there was danger nearby. But everything around me seemed peaceful. I was surrounded by towering trees. There was a tangle of brambles up ahead and a steep hill to one side of me. I saw nothing to fear from any direction.

Then something moved in the bushes up ahead. A tall, threatening shape detached itself from the brambles and stepped into my path. I hardly knew what I was looking at. My first instinct told me it was a man. But I had never seen a human being as wild-looking as this. Although he was only half-clothed, the unnerving stranger was covered in so much dirt hardly any patches of skin could be seen. His hair and beard were matted and overgrown. Combined with his height, this gave him an almost bearlike appearance.

I drew my bow around before remembering it was useless. I had lost my quiver of arrows in the lake yesterday. All the same, holding the faintly glowing limb of the bow in my hands was reassuring. I calmed enough to think rationally. I had seen beggars before. More than likely this was just some unfortunate soul, wandering in the wild.

And yet there was something menacing in the semicrouched way he approached me.

“Hello stranger. Can I help you?” I called, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

He didn’t answer. Now that he was closer, I had an unnerving view of his eyes, which were wide and held no light of reason. I doubted he understood my greeting. Instead, his full attention seemed fixed on my hand.

I realized the sunlight was glinting off my ring. My father’s signet was worn over my thumb. The dazzling sheen seemed to fascinate the stranger.

Suspecting his intention, I gripped my bow like a staff and planted my feet firmly.

“I think you’ve come close enough,” I warned him. “Stay back.”

The only response the wild man gave was to draw something from his belt. It wasn’t quite a knife but a twisted piece of jagged metal with a strip of cloth bound around it as a handle.

Before I could draw another breath, he lunged at me, the sharp metal clutched in his fist.

With the steep ridge to one side of me, I couldn’t dodge aside. I could only stand my ground. Instinctively I raised the bow to defend myself, blocking his attack and striking his wrist with the wooden limb of the bow. I heard the satisfying crack of wood striking flesh. The jagged weapon flew from my assailant’s hand to land on the ground a little distance away.

That was when I made the mistake of lowering my guard, thinking that, unarmed, my enemy was less dangerous.

But the wild man hardly seemed to notice the loss of his knife. The blow to his wrist must have smarted, but it didn’t slow him down.

He leapt straight at me.

Frozen in surprise, I stood unmoving as he latched onto my shoulders with thick clawlike hands. I felt his hot, foul breath on my skin, glimpsed his teeth, filed sharp like fangs, descending. Then he sank his teeth into my neck.

Pain seared through the side of my neck as if my flesh had been pierced by hot needles. With a startled cry, I struck out with my bow, jabbing my attacker in the belly. Grunting at the sharp blow, he unclamped his jaw, releasing his hold. Something wet ran down my neck and shoulder.

My enemy fell back just long enough to snatch up his twisted metal weapon from the ground. Then he came at me again. This time I didn’t anticipate his attack quickly enough. In a single, swift motion, he brought the knife up and slashed it across my thigh. Metal slid across flesh, and instantly red sprayed from the wound.

I stumbled backward, unbalanced by the throbbing pain. My back foot didn’t come down onto solid ground. There was nothing but empty air behind me. Too late I remembered the ridge.

I tumbled backward down the hill, blue sky and green grass changing places so fast I couldn’t tell up from down. It was a steep slope, and there was no chance of stopping my forward motion. I struck rocks and saplings as I rolled down, each blow only adding to the confusion of pain. Finally I came to rest against a fallen log.

There I lay still as treetops and patches of blue spun crazily above me. As soon as I could take in my surroundings, I realized I had reached the bottom of the hill. Miraculously, my bow was still clutched in my hand. I didn’t know how I had kept hold of it.

There was a heavy crushing sound, as if something large moved through the underbrush higher up the hill. The wild man!

I couldn’t lie here and wait for him to come down after me. I had to get away. I scrambled clumsily to my feet, only to find I could hardly stand. The biting pain in my thigh was nothing to the throbbing in my neck where the madman had sunk his teeth into me.

The sounds of approach were getting closer. In another moment the lunatic would break free of the screen of bushes above and spot me.

Dazed from both the pain and the fall, I leaned on my bow as if the wooden limb was a walking stick. I hobbled toward a nearby stand of brambles and unhesitatingly dropped down among them. The sting of a thousand little thorns pricking and scratching against my skin was nothing compared to the deeper pain I’d already suffered.

No sooner had the rustling thornbushes closed over me than my attacker burst into view. I watched him through the wall of brambles between us. He paused briefly near the fallen log at the base of the hill, looking in all directions. I held my breath, realizing I had left a blood trail leading from log to brambles. If my enemy found me now, I had no doubt he would kill me. I was dizzy and bloodied and not fit for another fight.

Luckily, his crazed eyes never looked at the red-stained ground. Instead, he sniffed the air like an animal.

Could he smell the tang of fresh blood? For a second I was sure he could.

Then the moment passed and he hurried off, swiftly disappearing among the trees.

As soon as my enemy was gone, I stumbled back out of the brambles. My leg was going numb. I ripped a long strip of fabric off the bottom of my cloak and tied it hastily around the gash in my thigh. That seemed to slow the blood flow, although it made it no easier to walk. I needed to get out of here before that madman came back to finish me off. But where could I go? I was unfamiliar with this forest and so confused after my tumble down the hill that I had lost all sense of direction.

Nevertheless, I chose a path and set out limping, leaning on my bow and dragging my injured leg behind me. Even as I struggled along, I never took my attention off the surrounding trees, expecting at any instant to come face-to-face with my attacker again.


CHAPTER TWO

I didn’t know how much time had passed before I reached a resting place. It felt like hours but might have been only minutes. I had lost so much blood it was becoming hard to think straight. Just when I was about to give up and collapse to the ground, I spotted it—a hiding place.

It was a tall heap of red rocks formed into a cave in the center of a small clearing. Uphill was a shallow stream that tumbled over the red rocks and down the cave’s side in a splashing waterfall before settling into a deep pool edging the clearing.

The yawning mouth of the cave beckoned to me, its shadowed interior seeming to offer safety. I limped across the clearing and ducked inside. Immediately I felt less exposed to unfriendly eyes. I only hoped the cave’s close quarters wouldn’t prove to be a trap where I could neither fight nor flee if the madman suddenly appeared.

Unused to the dimness after the bright world outside, I couldn’t make out much of my surroundings. All I could tell was that I was in a small cavern with an offshooting tunnel that stretched back deeper into the rocks. I didn’t try to follow it. I didn’t have the strength. Instead, I collapsed just inside the entrance of the cave.

I became aware my shoulder was sticky and the front of my tunic soggy. Maybe my worst blood loss wasn’t coming from the wound in my thigh. My searching fingers found fresh blood trickling from the place where the flesh of my neck had been torn by my enemy’s teeth. My last conscious act was to tear another piece of cloth from my cloak, wad it up in my fist, and press it against the neck wound to stop the bleeding. Dazed but vaguely aware it was important to keep up the pressure, I fought the confusion and rising darkness threatening to claim me. If I let myself slip away, I might never come back.

But it was no good. Weakness stole over me, and I could no longer hold on.


* * *




When next I woke, I struggled to remember where I was. Then it came back to me in a flash. The madman’s attack, the wounds I had suffered, and the need to conceal myself in the cave lest he strike again.

Carefully I explored the sore area on the side of my neck and found the blood was no longer wet but dry and crusty. The bleeding must have stopped at some point while I slept.

Some time must have passed since my arrival here because there was no longer a visible glow of daylight from the outdoors. I was in total darkness. I shivered, finding the rough stone floor beneath me had grown cold with the coming of night.

As I stirred, I heard a soft crunching sound at my movements. I realized I was lying amid a pile of dry leaves that had accumulated in the mouth of the cave, blown in by the wind. I had just enough strength to scoop these over me, creating a blanket of leaves to keep out a little of the chill. Then I lay back, exhausted by my feeble effort.

I mustn’t rest. I must think, plan for tomorrow. But my thoughts were cloudy and it was difficult to focus. Waves of drowsiness lapped over me, and I was swiftly submerged again into a sea of shadows.


* * *




The days that followed passed in a blur. Sometimes I woke to find it was light out, other times dark. I hardly knew when one day ended and the next began. Only the aching of my empty stomach indicated how long I had been here. As I slipped in and out of a dreamlike state, I had lucid moments where I realized the dangerous position I was in, the blood I had lost, and the infection that might set in.

During those waking hours, I remembered my mission to return to Selbius. It was urgent I get back to my little brother before harm could befall him. He depended on me.

The events leading up to this time played through my memory, drifting in and out of my mind’s eye in scattered fragments. I saw again my escape with Ferran from the Eyeless Tower, the site of our father’s execution. Like a distant observer, I witnessed our flight from the province of Camdon, the pursuit of many enemies, and our meeting with the magicker girl named Ada. We had escaped a vengeful noble, tangled with a guild of thieves, and outrun a pair of villains working for a mysterious master determined to use us for dark purposes. Last of all, we had been separated and I was forced to leave Ferran unprotected just when he needed me most.

I remembered much of this with difficulty, sifting through events and ordering them in my mind like scattered pieces of a puzzle. Was it my weakness or something else that created this haze of confusion surrounding my memories? Even in my muddled state, I was aware of the magic amulet weighing heavily around my neck. It felt like a foreign, vaguely troubling presence. Had it really brought me back to life as the old riverwoman claimed?

Whether my “rebirth” had really happened or not, it seemed to have become one of the natural markers where I mentally divided my life into parts. There was my happy childhood before imprisonment in the tower, a golden era where my family lived in peace. Then came two years of suffering, followed by the time of escape, the time where I became my new self—Rideon. And last of all, now came the time after my death by drowning. Strangely enough, this time after death seemed to be the most dangerous of all.

The madman was still out there somewhere, barring my way to Selbius even if I was well enough to continue the journey. I knew I wasn’t. I would be easy prey in this condition. No, I must remain here until I recovered my strength. That was clear to me if nothing else was.


* * *




Eventually I became aware of a raging thirst. My mouth was dry, and I couldn’t remember the last time I had a drink of cool water. Suddenly I was desperate for it. Maybe dehydration was contributing to my weakness and the jumbled confusion of my thoughts. I could lie helpless no longer.

After failing at a pathetic effort to stand, I settled on crawling, dragging myself inch by inch out of the shadows of the cave. The afternoon sunshine seemed bright after the dimness I left. I was drawn by the sounds of the gently splashing fountain that fell over the rocks and tumbled into the pool at their base. It was a short distance from the mouth of the cave to the pond at its side. But it might have been a mile, for all the work required to reach it.

When at last I reached my goal, I lay on my belly on the bank and dipped my face into the shallows, lapping up the cool, refreshing water. Almost at once, my head felt clearer. I was now revived sufficiently to notice other discomforts besides pain and thirst. I decided hunger was my most immediate problem.

Seeing the shadows of little perch darting along the bank, I made a clumsy grab for one. I felt the brush of its tail as it slipped through my fingers. I had never attempted fishing with my bare hands before, so it was unsurprising I lacked the skill. I should try again. But my energy was depleted after the struggle to reach the pool. I lay my head down on the muddy shore and slept.

The next time I woke, the afternoon sunshine had given way to the half-light of evening. Again I was aware of the rumbling in my aching stomach. I tried sitting up and was glad to find the action no longer made my head spin. I took another drink from the pond. Then I felt strong enough to peel the hastily made bandage from my wounded leg. I hadn’t looked at the cut since it happened. Once I had cleaned away the dried blood with fresh water from the pool, I was relieved to find it seemed to be healing well enough. At least there was no swelling and it was less painful than it had been. I cleaned my neck wound as well.

As I sat by the water and finished binding my injuries with fresh strips of cloth, my attention was recaptured by the moving shapes in the pool. I decided to give fishing another try. I spent the last hour of daylight trying to scoop fish onto the shore. In the end, I finally succeeded, only because I found an injured, slow-moving perch. Starving and without easy means to build a fire, I ate my catch raw.

I thought of my friend Ada’s skill of summoning fireballs out of thin air and wished I had her here to create one for me now. But because I didn’t, I crawled, shivering, back into the cave as the last glow of daylight vanished from the sky. Once more, the cold crept up from the stone floor. Again I buried myself beneath a layer of dried leaves.

Tomorrow, I thought, things would look better.


* * *




During my recovery, my days took on a sameness that made it difficult to tell one from the next. Each time I woke to find it light outside, I dragged myself from the entrance of the cave to the pool. Some days I was able to catch breakfast. More often the fish eluded me and I spent the day hungry.

Once, I found a flowering bush growing up the side of the cave. Its berries provided something to fill my empty belly. Unfortunately, I knew little about wild berries, and those turned out to be mildly poisonous, making me sick to my stomach for hours.

Despite the scarcity of good food, my body was gradually growing stronger. I was now able to hobble short distances on my wounded leg although I tired quickly.

Only my mind refused to heal. I could remember recent days very clearly, but the events from before my plunge into the lake remained murky. I had to concentrate hard to recall some things that kept escaping my grasp. I didn’t believe this was related to my injuries. More and more I looked with suspicion on my magic amulet. My memory had been clear enough before the riverwoman put the thing on me. Was it to blame for my confusion? Even if it was, I had developed a funny superstition against taking it off. Anyway, the amulet was hardly the only enchanted object I possessed. My bow remained at hand, a convenient crutch or weapon if I had need of either. I was fairly sure that it, at least, wasn’t playing with my wits.

During the long, cold nights, my dreams were haunted by the memories my waking mind struggled to sort out. Vividly I saw places from the past. I viewed again the inside of my former prison, the rough gray walls of the Eyeless Tower. That stone edifice wasn’t truly eyeless, possessing a single slit-like window looking down from my cell into the courtyard below. There stood the grim scaffold and the bloodstained block where my father had lost his head. In my nightmares, I witnessed his death again, as I had in so many dreams before.

Some nights I dreamed instead of my mother’s death in a carriage accident, a dimmer, more distant memory, as I had been much younger then. Even in my sleep, it occurred to me that it was best she hadn’t lived to see the fate that would befall her family in later years. She had died at a time when we retained the favor of the praetor of Camdon and when my father was still honored as the congrave, a generous lord to his tenants.

I always awoke disturbed after those dreams and felt more than ever an impatience to get back to Selbius and learn whether my brother was safe and well. But it was too soon. I wasn’t ready yet for travel. So to calm myself, I would finger my father’s silver and jasper signet ring worn over the knuckle of my thumb. Sometimes I would flip the little catch that swung open the face of the ring, revealing the hidden compartment inside. There rested a tiny lock of my mother’s pale golden hair.

Another comfort was a leather-bound book I carried at all times tucked into an inner pocket of my cloak. I had kept the book during my days in the tower, at first chronicling within its pages the downfall of my family and, later, scribbling random thoughts or snatches of poetry I had learned in happier times. This collection of pages grew more important to me with each passing day, as I foresaw a time when my own memory might completely fail me. Back on the riverwoman’s raft, I had borrowed ink and quill to record recent events since the tower escape. Now I renewed my determination to continue keeping a written record of my life, against a day when I might have nothing else but these scribblings to remind me who I used to be.


* * *




There came a morning when I was able to walk a little. I couldn’t go far without tiring, but I could limp around the small clearing surrounding the cave and pool. Encouraged, I hoped this would give me more opportunities to procure food. The perch in the pool were becoming wary and harder to catch. But there might be berries out there among the trees—nonpoisonous berries this time, I hoped. There was also bound to be small game if I could only figure a way to trap some.

Once long ago, on a walk in the woods near our family castle, I had encountered the young son of one of my father’s tenants laying small animal traps. Knowing the boy would be punished for hunting or trapping on the land, I hadn’t told on him. Could I now duplicate the sort of traps he had laid?

I collected what materials I could, gathering small sticks and stones. I unraveled strands of string from my cloak, which was fast becoming little more than a tattered rag.

I laid several traps that day, using berries and scraps of old fish for bait. I envied that long-ago farmer’s son his expertise, for I scarcely knew what kind of creatures I was hunting or what they ate. I only knew that I had seen tracks in the mud on the bank of the pool, where small animals came to drink at night. It seemed a good place to set my traps.

My early efforts were crude and produced no results the first time I checked them. So I decided to set my traps farther from camp. Each time I left the cave, I ranged a little farther from the clearing and deeper into the trees. I wasn’t just looking for food. I was testing my strength, measuring my readiness for a journey toward the city. I still had my map of the four provinces tucked safely inside my cloak. It included markings of the main roads surrounding Dimmingwood. If I could ever break free of the trees, I could find the path that would lead me to Selbius. All I needed was the strength for the long walk ahead. Soon, I felt, I would be ready.

One morning when I hobbled out to check my traps, I had two pieces of good luck. The first, I had finally caught something. A squirrel had been crushed by a large flat rock I had propped over a slender stick attached to a piece of baited string. For once, I would have something besides fish to eat.

I was still celebrating this when I made my second discovery, a large bush full of berries. My previous experience with the berries growing along the cave made me wary. Those berries had sickened me, and even the animals wouldn’t touch them when I used them as bait in my traps. But these berries were different. I recognized them as tartberries, which used to grow in the woods on my father’s land. Ferran and I had picked them when we were small, proudly serving them in silver bowls to our mother. They were sour but safe. A cautious taste confirmed it.

Thinking of the journey I would soon be making, I filled my pockets until they bulged with berries. I might have nothing else to eat on my way to the city, for my bow was useless without arrows and I would have little time for setting traps.

Now in my search for more berry bushes, I wandered farther from my base at the cave than usual. My injured thigh felt strong enough today to walk a longer distance. I had just found another patch of the tartberries and rushed over to pick them, when I noticed something unexpected in the soft dirt surrounding the bush. Footprints. These weren’t the delicate tracks of animals but the large prints of a man.

A chill passed over me. Since entering Dimmingwood, I had seen no sign of any humans but the madman who had nearly killed me. Did these prints belong to him? And if they did, was he nearby, stalking me, watching me from some concealed spot, waiting to pounce?

I suddenly felt that I shouldn’t have left my bow behind in the cave. At least it made a decent club for protection. Better than nothing. Now I had only my bare hands to defend myself if the madman should attack. Remembering his jagged knife and the feeling of his sharp teeth sinking into my flesh, I hurried back toward the cave as quickly as my bad leg would allow.

All the way I imagined my enemy following me, letting me lead him straight to my hiding place. It was a spot where I would be helpless and easily cornered come nightfall.


CHAPTER THREE

I shouldn’t have ranged so far from the cave. My injured leg, still not fully recovered, couldn’t take the strain. I collapsed many times and was crawling by the time I reached the familiar clearing.

In the shadows of the cavern, I felt safer. But I knew it was a false security. If my enemy tracked me back here, I would be easy prey in the confined space. There were offshooting tunnels leading deeper back into the rock, but I had no idea how far they ran and wasn’t eager to explore them in utter darkness. There could be holes, unexpected drops into deeper levels. I might easily fall to my death or break a limb and find myself in an even more helpless position than the one I was in now.

So I gripped my magic bow, drawing courage from it, and kept watch out the mouth of the cave. The bow never glowed and remained cold in my hands. That was reassuring. Since gaining the enchanted object from a peddler woman, I had discovered its former owner wasn’t exaggerating when she claimed the weapon was in the grip of some curse or spell. She was right. At moments when I was in danger, the bow warmed and cast off a fiery glow, as if to warn me. Sometimes I even imagined I could hear it chanting in my head, urging me to do things.

But the bow was silent now, as lifeless as any ordinary weapon.

As sunset came, lulled into letting down my guard, I finally lay down to rest. This time it seemed I had escaped the dangerous lunatic who wandered this wood. I might not be so fortunate again. I would push toward the capital city tomorrow, I decided drowsily. Between my wounded leg and my low food stores, I wasn’t ready. But I had taken all the respite I would get here. In the morning, I would brave the dangers and set out.


* * *




Dawn found me still determined to go ahead with my journey. As the early light cast its golden glow through the cave entrance, I gathered together what little I had and said goodbye to the gloomy place that had been my shelter for too long. I was eager to be away to the city, where I could pick up the search for my brother.

Along the bank of the pool, I took up a fallen branch. It was the right size and shape and had been previously stripped of bark and twigs by the teeth of a beaver. It would make a sturdy walking stick. With nothing but pockets full of berries, my bow, map, and the walking stick, I left behind the peaceful clearing with its red-rocked cave and babbling waterfall.

My leg seemed none the worse for the strain I had put on it yesterday. With the help of my new staff, I covered good ground. It was difficult to figure out exactly where in the forest I was, because so much of Dimmingwood was not filled out on the map. But I knew the stream I had floated in on while aboard the riverwoman’s raft, and my sense of direction told me in which way the forest’s edge should lie. Surely if I pushed on for a couple of days I would reach the end of these trees.

Dimmingwood seemed a less sinister place to me now that I traveled it on a warm morning with the dappled golden sunshine playing through the treetops. Birds sang, and squirrels chased one another through the branches above. Once I spotted a fat brown rabbit that darted out of my path when it saw me coming.

For the first time in a while, my spirits lifted. I was healing. I was leaving the territory of the wild man, and I had a little food to sustain me. I dared to hope I would reach Selbius without incident and find Ferran safe and well. After all, I had left him in Ada’s care. The magicker girl was experienced in fending for herself. She would have the sense to take Ferran into hiding until our enemies gave up the search.

As for me, with any luck the man with the scarred chin who had attempted to kill me atop the city wall would think me dead. Why shouldn’t he? The last time he saw me I was plunging into the mist-shrouded lake far below. My last act before the fall had been to shoot his red-bearded companion. My arrow had struck the man’s neck. I didn’t see how he could survive such a hit. That meant one fewer enemy hunting Ferran and me.

Morning wore into afternoon. I grew hungry but conserved my berries, knowing they had to last me a long way. I became thirsty but had no water. Reluctant to do anything that would delay my reaching the forest’s end, I decided to stick to my course and not wander off looking for a stream. I could drink later. Right now what mattered was covering as much distance as possible. That was important because the longer I walked the more my leg began to bother me. At first it was only a dull ache, but gradually the site of the semihealed wound began to throb. Refusing to rest, I continued on for several more hours.

It was as the sun was finally sinking and a blush of pink spread across the horizon that I noticed something strange about my surroundings. I had encountered many small animals earlier in the day, but now I saw none. It was as if they were in hiding in this part of the forest. The birds that had sung so freely in the treetops during the morning and afternoon had since fallen silent. Had someone passed this way before me, startling them into silence? It was an uneasy thought.

I told myself I was concerned over nothing. All the same, as the shadows of the tall trees grew long across my path, it began to seem there was something threatening about the thick tree trunks and stands of bushes lining my way. Did I hear a rustling among the leaves? Was there movement among the shrubs?


CHAPTER FOUR

My mind jumped to the wild man and his earlier unprovoked attack. What would happen if I stumbled across him again? I was painfully aware I still had no weapons but a useless bow without arrows and a slender walking stick that could be easily snapped with little effort. I was also weakened by injury, weariness, and hunger. If I had been no match for the madman before, I was even more vulnerable now.

While I wrestled with my fears, the evening breeze carried a familiar scent through the woods—smoke. The light haze drifted this way from up ahead. I was instantly alarmed. Where there was smoke there were humans. My lunatic enemy or someone else?

There was only one way to find out. I followed the trail of smoke, on my guard for the first sign of danger. But I found none. Instead, peering through the greenery, I spotted wooden-shingled rooftops and stone chimneys. I had come upon one of the woods villages Ada had told me dotted this forest. It was a sleepy little collection of not much more than a dozen houses, ranged in a circular pattern around a green. Laughing children played on the grass. The homes were small and roughly built, with chicken coops, goat pens, and vegetable gardens alongside them. Some even had pigs or chickens wandering in and out the open doors.

My heart lifted at the sight of any kind of civilization. It seemed like I’d been roaming alone in this wilderness forever. Perhaps the villagers could tell me whether I was following the right path to get to Selbius. Just as importantly, maybe spending the coming night close to the village would grant some protection from the wild man. Such a person was unlikely to trouble me so near other people.

I barely hesitated. It made sense to approach the locals. I had no enemies here.

I walked boldly into the middle of the village. The handful of ragged children who had been chasing each other in circles on the green fell still and silent at my approach. A balding man on his knees, weeding a vegetable garden, looked up as I neared his house. At first I thought he was staring at me. Then I realized it was my faintly glowing amulet he was looking at. Either way, it seemed I had his attention.

“Good day,” I called to him. “I’m a stranger to these woods and am seeking directions.”

He looked quickly down and continued his work as if he hadn’t heard me.

Maybe he was hard of hearing?

I tried again, calling to a stern-faced young woman on her porch, “Hello. I’m traveling to Selbius. Perhaps you can tell me if I’m going the right way?”

She frowned and disappeared into her house.

I turned around, looking for someone else to speak with. The children were still standing about, staring at me with open curiosity. Had they never seen a stranger before? As soon as I walked toward them, they scattered like frightened geese, disappearing into or behind their homes.

This was too much. Why were these people so unfriendly?

In frustration, I spun in a circle and raised my voice to shout at the village in general. “What is wrong with you folk? My little brother is in danger, and I can’t get to him because no one will point me toward the road! Is everyone here as mad as the wild man?”

I didn’t really expect any answer. I was startled when a voice spoke up from behind me.

“If a wild man is after you, that’s Mad Mael. At least so we call him. Nobody knows his real name.”

I turned toward the speaker, a youth little older than me, with short dark hair, serious eyes, and an open, honest-looking face. His broad cheeks and chin were darkened with uneven patches of hair, as if he was trying without much success to grow a beard. I decided he couldn’t be more than seventeen or eighteen, despite his burly build.

As this was the first person who showed any inclination to speak with me, I must be careful not to scare him off.

“You know of the vicious lunatic?” I asked, keeping to the subject of the wild man.

“Everyone in these parts knows of him,” came the answer. “He keeps to the woods alone and survives by robbing travelers. He seems to enjoy murdering them while he’s at it. Some of his victims have been found partially eaten, or so it’s said. Whether the gnawing was done by Mad Mael or wild animals is anyone’s guess. But folk like to say it’s Mad Mael. At any rate, it looks like he’s already had a bite out of you.”

He indicated my neck, where I realized the teeth marks must still be evident.

I touched the sore spot. “Yes, he attacked me a few days ago. Now I’m trying to get to the city without encountering him again. Only I’m not exactly sure of the way.”

“You’re making right for it,” said the stranger. He pointed beyond the village. “Keep on in that direction, and you’ll soon come to a narrow lane that’ll take you clear to the capital city.”

I thanked him for the information and would have been on my way. But he didn’t seem in a hurry for me to leave.

“The sun’s going down,” he observed. “It’ll be dark soon, a dangerous time to be wandering the woods with Mad Mael on the loose. You’d be best off passing the night here in Shadow Haven and setting out in the morning. I can offer you a roof to sleep under. It’s not much, but it beats lying on the ground.”

“I can pay you nothing,” I said honestly.

He shrugged. “That’s all right. I’ve got nothing worth paying for.”

I was surprised at my luck. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had helped me purely out of kindness.

“My name’s Rideon,” I said, sticking out a hand.

“I’m Brig,” he replied, taking it.

Even as I followed this Brig across the green, I wondered if I should be suspicious of his motives. Might I wake up tomorrow to find myself robbed? Then again, what did I have that was valuable enough for taking?

While I debated the question, Brig led me to the smallest and shabbiest house in the village. Little more than a rickety shed, it seemed to combine home and barn under one roof, with a goat wandering out the open doorway just as we were going in.

The interior was cramped and dim but for a low-burning fire in one corner that cast lazy shadows leaping across the walls. There was also a flickering lantern standing on a plank of wood resting atop a barrel. This makeshift table and the stools around it were among the few furnishings in the room.

Aside from open doors in the front and back, the house had only one other source of fresh air, a small window. When I peered out it in passing, I found myself face-to-face with a brown cow, placidly chewing her cud and pushing her nose into the house. It appeared Brig’s family liked to keep the livestock close. There were also numerous chickens underfoot, scratching about the dirt floor.

I wondered how Brig’s mother felt about all this. Then I realized that might not be an issue. There didn’t appear to be any woman of the house, only Brig and an old man sleeping in a chair in front of the fire.

Brig raised his voice. “Grandda, we’ve company tonight. How’s the stew coming along?”

The old man started awake and looked at us uncomprehendingly. With his skinny frame, snowy beard, and mass of wrinkles, he might have been a hundred years old.

“What you sayin’ now, boy?” he demanded, putting a hand to his ear.

“Stew,” Brig repeated loudly, gesturing to a kettle over the fire. “You’re supposed to be watching the stew.”

His grandfather glared. “New? Of course he’s new! Who is he?” He pointed a bony finger at me.

“This is Rideon,” Brig patiently introduced me to the deaf old man. “He’s eating with us and sleeping here.”

Brig’s grandfather swept me with a contemptuous gaze. Then he looked away. “Beasts! Thieves and murderers!” he barked, poking at the fire with an iron.

I wasn’t sure if he was accusing me or just making a general statement.

“The woods villages are tight communities,” Brig explained to me quietly. “Strangers and outsiders are looked on with suspicion.”

“Does that mean he wants me out?” I asked nervously.

Brig shook his head. “Don’t worry about Grandda. He’ll soon forget you’re here.”

The old man seemed to have lost interest in me already, as he put away the iron and leaned forward to stir the kettle over the fire.

The contents began bubbling, filling the house with a smell that made my stomach growl. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten a full meal.

Still, as Brig divided the stew into wooden bowls and gave us each a chunk of hard bread, I was careful not to be greedy or eat more than my share. It was clear there wasn’t much to go around. Watching Brig serve the old man, it was equally clear he was the one looking after his grandda and not the other way around.

Eyeing my host over the table between us, I wondered aloud what prompted his hospitality to me, a stranger.

“I heard what you shouted on the green about needing to get to your little brother,” Brig answered. “It seemed to me anyone so anxious to rescue their kin was deserving of what little help I could give. What sort of danger is the boy in anyway?”

“I’m not sure exactly,” I said vaguely. “When last I saw him, he and a friend were fleeing a pair of dangerous men who had been giving us trouble. He got away then, but I must make sure our enemies haven’t hunted him down again.”

To my relief, Brig didn’t pry. Maybe he knew a little about secrets and the need to keep certain things to one’s self.

By the time we had finished the meal, it was completely dark out. The old grandfather had climbed into a crudely built bed that was like a shelf along one wall. His loud snores came from among the filthy blankets.

Brig showed me where I could sleep, indicating a ladder nailed to the wall and leading up to a loft that was more of a small ledge tucked beneath the low ceiling. He gave me an old blanket, saying it was the best he had to offer. I considered myself lucky to get it.

I climbed the ladder and made up my sleeping pallet in the cramped, dusty area among the rafters. As I lay down, I looked at a chicken roosting on a beam directly across from me. Once I would have been shocked at sleeping in such humble conditions. I was, after all, the son of a congrave. But those days were long gone. Now I knew I was fortunate just to be warm and dry and to be lying down with a full belly for the first time in many days.

The last thing I did before closing my eyes was to make sure my bow was close at hand. I seemed to be in a safe place for the moment. But I was relying on the magic bow to warn me if that situation should suddenly change. I could no longer relax without it.


* * *




It was night when I was awakened by my father’s servant, Cadvan. He seemed agitated, even fearful. He already carried a small, sleepy Ferran in his arms.

Cadvan told me I must ready myself quickly to go to my father. “The congrave has sent for his sons,” he informed me. “We must get to him before it is too late. Already they have broken through the castle walls.”

“They who?” I asked, frightened by the panic in the old servant’s eyes.

He didn’t answer, hustling me out of my room and down the corridor. Despite the late hour, the hall was blazing with the light of a thousand silver candlesticks reflected in the ornate mirrors lining the walls. Our footsteps were muffled as we ran across the thick carpet. In the distance, I heard the roar of voices outside, the sounds of a clash.

Over the gallery we ran alongside, I could see the grand staircase sweeping down to the lower floor. There several dozen of the household guards blocked access to the upper floor, forming an armed barrier at the foot of the stairs. But a barrier against what? The tall front doors letting into the great room were closed, but crashing sounds came from beyond, as if someone outside were trying to hammer their way into the castle.

Cadvan didn’t take us downstairs but across the hall to an outer room that led into my father’s bedchamber. We found Father pacing the floor there, waiting for us. His face was taught with worry.

“Father!” Ferran cried and, after wriggling out of Cadvan’s arms, ran to him.

Conscious that I wasn’t a little boy like my brother, I tried not to show my fear as I asked, “What’s happening?”

My father’s expression was grave. “I fear I have been a fool to offend the praetor, son,” he said. “I must try to make peace before it is too late. Otherwise, we might all pay the price.”

“What price?” I asked, confused. I knew little of politics or of my father’s feud with the governor of the province.

Father didn’t answer, turning instead to his servant. “Cadvan, you must get the boys out of here. There is a hidden stairwell behind the—”

But before he could finish, there came a loud crashing noise from outside.

My father muttered something despairing under his breath. Then, “It is too late,” he said.

We all rushed from the room to look over the balcony into the great room below. The scene that met our eyes was a terrifying one. Soldiers dressed in the colors of the praetor of Camdon flooded through the splintered front doors.

Like a dark wave, they spilled across the polished floor, brandishing weapons. Their swords and armor were already spattered crimson. With the blood of my father’s soldiers? Perhaps they had attempted to keep the intruders out? If so, they had lost the fight and likely their lives with it.

Now the enemy poured across the elegant great room. They would have flooded directly up the winding stairway toward us if not for the remaining household guards barring their way.

The outnumbered guards fought bravely but fell all too quickly, the stairs soon red with their blood.

Cadvan tried to get my father’s attention. “Master, you must flee.”

My father wouldn’t step away from the balcony, from the sight of his loyal guards being slaughtered.

“There is no fleeing now,” he said. “I have brought this upon us, and I must go down to them. Perhaps if I speak to them, they will spare my sons.”

And before any of us could stop him, he strode away. As the blood of the last dying guardsman pooled across the marble stairs, my father calmly descended to our waiting enemies.


CHAPTER FIVE

I woke with a start and bolted upright, covered in sweat. The sudden movement nearly sent me plunging over the edge of the narrow loft into the dark room below. It took me a moment to remember where I was. The fire in the lower room had burned down, leaving nothing but a glow of amber coals to light my surroundings. The fat chicken roosting on the rafter across from me was a pale shapeless form in the shadows. My bow was still beside me and cold to the touch when I gripped it for reassurance.

I lay back down, and my racing heart slowed. It had been a long while since I dreamed of the time my family was taken from our home. On that long-ago night, I had gone to bed the heir of a congrave and woken to be arrested as the son of a political criminal. For his feud with the praetor of Camdon, my father had ultimately lost his life and Ferran and I had been imprisoned. In the end, both my brother and I had been forced to flee Camdon for the safety of Ellesus, a new province where we had no quarrel with the local praetor. And now here we were, separated and not much better off than we were before.

What had sparked such a vivid nightmare tonight? For the most part, my memories of the past had grown dim of late. But every once in a while, fragments of those events surfaced in my dreams. I fingered the magic amulet on its cord around my neck. In the darkness, I could just make out the faint purple glow emanating from the polished stone. I imagined I felt its energy radiating through my fingertips. Was it the magic of the amulet that played with my memories? Or could it be my enchanted bow after all? Or both?

I rolled over and tried to quiet my mind, but it was a long time before I slept again.


* * *




In the morning, Brig gave me a breakfast of mushy boiled oats. Then it was time to be on my way. I tried to say a respectful goodbye to Brig’s grandda, but the old man waved me away impatiently, muttering about strangers and trespassers.

Outside, Brig stopped me as I was about to leave, offering me a knife.

“It’s only a rusty old potato peeler,” he admitted. “But it may give you some protection if you run into Mad Mael again out there.” He nodded toward the surrounding trees. “You might also need it when you reach your brother. There’s no telling what lies ahead in the city.”

I took the small knife with its flimsy three-inch blade and tucked it into my belt. It wouldn’t be a very effective weapon, but having it made me feel a little less helpless. I also made up my mind.

“I will return and repay your generosity when I have enough money.”

He didn’t try to talk me out of it, but I could see by his face he doubted my promise.

Now I had to ask for a final favor. Did he or his grandda have an old hat of some kind they might no longer want? Preferably something with a broad brim?

He looked confused by that, probably thinking there was little need for shading my face beneath the deep shadows of the forest. But he went into the house and came back shortly with a battered old hat. I didn’t care that there was a hole in the top because, when I put it on, the crooked brim came down low, casting a shadow over the upper half of my face. This would serve my purpose very well.

To my surprise, Brig also supplied me with a few hard biscuits to get me through the journey. I stuffed these into my pockets for later. Then I thanked Brig and left him there. I crossed the green and abandoned the sleepy little woods village. I had meant what I’d promised Brig. I had every intention of returning and repaying him for the food, shelter, and hat, provided I survived long enough to do so. My host had been right about one thing. There was no telling what lay ahead.

As soon as I was away from the village, I paused beneath the trees and turned my purple cloak inside out, revealing the dull gray lining. Not only would it make me less visible in the forest, if Mad Mael was still looking for me, I was also thinking ahead to my eventual arrival in Selbius. It would be best if I didn’t arrive in that town looking like the same youth who had left it. Not only did I want to avoid the attention of the thieves’ guild, who were no friends of mine, but if the man with the scarred chin or others like him were still looking for me, a disguise would serve me well. Finally, remembering how one or two strangers back in the woods village had stared at my amulet, I tucked the charm inside the neck of my tunic. The last thing I wanted where I was going was to draw attention.

Thus prepared, I started out, keeping to a brisk pace but staying aware of my surroundings. If there were any more wild men out here, I wouldn’t be caught unprepared.


* * *




It appeared I had seen the last of Mad Mael. After briefly traveling in the direction Brig had pointed me, I came upon a little-used forest lane and, following it, finally reached the edge of the wood.

Considering my experiences there, I might have been relieved at leaving Dimmingwood. Instead, I felt a slight tug of unease as I left the cool shadows of the trees behind. I had been hidden there, protected from the outside. Now I returned to a world where I had deadly enemies and the responsibility of keeping myself and my brother alive.

The road grew wider and more heavily traveled as I walked toward Selbius. I began to pass occasional travelers on foot, and one or two wagons rolled past me, laden with goods I assumed would be sold in town. Although the sun beat down, seeming oppressive after the deep shadows of the wood, my strength held up. My leg didn’t feel the strain of the long walk. It was very nearly healed now. Last night’s rest had done it good. Before long, I was able to throw away my walking stick.

I journeyed for two days, the road traffic increasing all the way. At last I spotted what looked like a glittering mirror in the distance, Selbius’s lake reflecting the brilliant sun off its surface. In the center of the lake was the island upon which the capital city was built, accessible by a long bridge that spanned from one shore to another.

I attached myself to the long line of people, carts, and animals making their slow progress over the bridge. It was crowded here. There was no shelter from the sun. I found myself with a new reason to be grateful for the broad-brimmed hat that at least protected my eyes from the glare off the water. Relief came in the form of cool breezes, tinged with the scent of lakeweed, blowing in off the lake.

The line shuffled along until we reached the entrance gate to the walled city. A few guards were there, questioning visitors about their business in the city. As usual, they didn’t trouble me. Evidently, they didn’t expect much mischief from a skinny, quiet youth in a farmer’s hat and travel-stained clothing.

Once inside the gray walls of Selbius, the old feeling of being trapped closed in on me. I couldn’t forget that the last time I had been in this place, I had nearly had my arms chopped off by a cruel gang of thieves. Then I had nearly been murdered by the man with the scarred chin. I wasn’t eager to encounter any of them again.

Luckily, as I joined the crowded press pushing through the market area, I saw no familiar faces. But that also meant I saw no sign of Ferran or Ada either, not that I had really expected to. Ada was too sensible to bring Ferran out into the open now. Not unless our enemies had moved on. I suspected if she and Ferran had escaped our pursuers at all, they had gone into hiding. I had a couple of ideas about where to look for them. I would start with the last place I had seen the pair.

With that plan in mind, I bypassed the market square and took a broad street leading slightly uphill. Here, there was less noise and the crowds thinned out. The houses to either side of the road became grander. Elegantly shaped hedges lined the way. In the distance far ahead, I could see the stone edifice of Selbius castle, home to the praetor of Ellesus, rising at the top of the hill. I had no quarrel with the praetor of this province, but neither did I have any reason to go up to his castle. Instead, I turned off the road just before reaching the Temple of Light, a tall structure with graceful lines and swooping arches.

I passed the tiny walled garden where Ferran and I had once met a young priest named Hadrian and cut across the temple’s open lawn. It was a rolling patch of green dotted with trees that seemed strangely small after the great trees of Dimmingwood.

Beyond this place was a water cemetery surrounded by a screen of hedges. It was here that Ferran, Ada, and I had split up, me drawing off our pursuers while Ada and Ferran fled through the public gardens behind the cemetery.

I circled around the pool of still water, with its eerie monuments rising above the surface, and pushed through the hedges. The public gardens of Selbius spread before me, an elaborate layout of flower beds, splashing fountains, and slender trees and shrubs, many of them twisted or trimmed into the shapes of animals. I followed a pebbled path lined with glimmer-stones that soaked up the sun’s rays and stored them for night. I passed a small roofed pavilion and a maze of hedges, but neither seemed a likely place for Ferran and Ada to be hiding. The gardens had too many visitors, I decided. Ada would have taken them someplace less open and visible. She would have gone underground.

I knew what that meant. I was returning to the under-levels.

Retracing my steps down the main road, I was so lost in my concern over Ferran and Ada that I forgot I too had enemies.

That fact was brought suddenly home to me. As I drew even with an intersection where a great sundial stood between the meeting streets, a familiar face approached me in the crowd streaming from the opposite direction. Innards freezing, I stared.


CHAPTER SIX

I recognized the man in the dusty greatcoat. The battered hat pulled down over his brow did nothing to hide the distinctive birthmark that stood out like a livid stain down one side of his face.

I didn’t know him, had never even heard his name. But I had seen him once before, amid a crowd of taunting thieves who had been howling for my blood. He had been at the thieves’ den that awful day when the thief king had nearly severed my arms with the infamous Thief’s Bade. I had been caught thieving in guild territory and would have paid a terrible price if not for Ada’s timely rescue. Now here it was, one of the many faces I had dreaded encountering again.

Our eyes met at the same time. For an instant a jolt of fear shot through me. Then the man’s gaze moved on. In another second, he passed me in the crowd, going the opposite way. I turned and stared after him. Perhaps he hadn’t recognized me. I was, after all, dressed differently now. And it had been some time since we had last seen one another. There was no reason he should remember me.

All the same, I pulled my hat low to shadow my face and dodged off the main street, following a series of smaller lanes. When I looked back, no one followed. Good. Relieved but still shaken, I continued on my way. I had been lucky this time, but I mustn’t be caught off guard again.

I still wasn’t as familiar with Selbius as Ada was. But I had gotten to know the common district a little the last time I was here and so found my way to the beggar’s quarter without difficulty. After lifting aside a heavy sewer grate, I ducked through the entrance to the under-levels and made my way down the steep stairway.

The cavern below was as I remembered it. A cluster of filthy hovels and camps, eerily lit by the perpetual glow of green glimmer-stones cemented into the walls. If anything, the mass of humanity crowded into the vast shared space looked hungrier and more piteous than ever. They also looked dangerous now that I suspected many had connections to the thieves’ guild. Any one of them might sell me out for a price.

Yet I had no choice but to walk among them. Ferran and Ada might be down here somewhere, and I was desperate to lay eyes on my brother and assure myself he was unharmed. I couldn’t get the memory out of my head of how helpless he had looked when I was forced to abandon him to Ada’s care.

As I scanned the gloomy space, I saw no sign up Ferran or Ada. I walked between the makeshift tents and ducked my head, uninvited, into the open shelters, earning me threats and curses from the disturbed inhabitants. But my brother seemed to have vanished. My heart sank. It was becoming more and more clear that something had happened to Ferran. If he were safe and free, surely he would be here. Ada had no place else to take him. Or did she?

Just as I was about to give up hope and abandon my search of the under-levels, I recognized a familiar figure sitting on an overturned keg in front of a garbage heap. The broad-shouldered youth had his head bent to his work and a long staff resting across his knees. As I drew nearer, I saw he was busy with a knife, sharpening the tip of the wooden staff into a point. I guessed the purpose was to turn it into a more dangerous weapon.

I hesitated. This rough boy was little older than me but considerably larger and stronger. The last time I had seen him, he and a gang of his friends had tried to rob Ada and me of our few possessions. In the end, the matter had been settled in a duel. I had beaten the boy but left him uninjured. In return, he had vowed not to trouble us again and had even helped me out once by keeping a protective eye on Ferran. I wondered if he might have seen anything of Ferran and Ada since I left.

Warily I approached him. Promise or no promise, I wasn’t completely certain he wouldn’t fight me all over again. And I might not win this time.

He looked up as I neared. I could see by his expression of mild surprise that he recognized me.

“You again?” he asked. “I thought you lot were gone for good.”

“I thought so too,” I said. “And yet, here I am again. Have you seen my brother around?”

“The little one?” he asked. He shrugged and returned to whittling at the sharp end of the staff. “What notice do I take of other people’s business?”

Seeing that I would get nothing from him for free, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the last of the hard biscuits Brig had given me back in the woods village. I had been saving this one for later, but it was worth giving up if I could get news of Ferran.

“I’ve been separated from my brother and the girl we were with, and I’m worried about their safety,” I said, tossing the biscuit in my hand to get his attention. “It would be a relief to know their whereabouts and whether they’re in any trouble.”

The youth’s knife fell still, and he stared at the biscuit. Food was currency in the under-levels, where half the inhabitants were starving.

“Come to think of it, maybe I’ve seen something of the boy,” he admitted. “The silver-haired skirt he was with stands out in a crowd.”

I knew what he meant. Ada’s Skeltai ancestry gave her distinctive coloring and sharply pointed ears. No matter how she disguised herself, she would never quite blend in. At least it was a relief to know she was still with Ferran. My brother wasn’t alone.

“Then you know where they are?” I prompted.

“I have connections who may know more.”

“Good.” I tossed him the biscuit. “Take me to them.”

He caught the food in midair. “You’ve got yourself a deal, stranger,” he said.

“Call me Rideon.”

“Then you can call me Kinsley.”

I doubted that was his real name, suspecting the rough boy was too slippery to stick to any identity for long. But I didn’t need to know more.

“Kinsley, lead on. I’m right behind you,” I said.

He set aside his work and stood, reminding me again just how tall he was. Luckily, we weren’t fighting over Ada and my possessions this time. Now that he had the food, I half expected some sort of trickery. But he gave no trouble, willingly leading the way out of the levels and up the steep stairs toward the surface world above.

I followed but not as happily as I would have a few minutes ago. I was being taken to a source that could lead me to Ferran. I should be pleased. But when Kinsley had reached out to catch that biscuit, his sleeve had fallen down to his elbow and I had seen something that chilled me. A large pink X stood out vividly against the pale skin above his wrist. I knew that brand—the symbol of the thieves’ guild.


* * *




I had no idea where we were going, but considering the company, I wasn’t surprised when we went to a particularly disreputable-looking area in the common district. My guide introduced it to me as the ragged quarter and advised me to hold tight to anything I valued. Since I had no purse and nothing worth stealing, I wasn’t particularly worried about pickpockets.

That was as well, because the dirty-faced urchins and half-grown toughs hanging around the lanes we passed looked us over with expert eyes, as if deciding whether our pockets were worth their time. Apparently, we looked too poor to bother with. Or maybe they were warned off by the old bloodstains I had never quite managed to wash out of my tunic and breeches since the encounter with Mad Mael. For whatever reason, no one troubled us as Kinsley led me past the lowest sort of lodging houses and their surrounding dingy courtyards.

The evening shadows had begun to stretch long. Or maybe it only seemed that way because the tall buildings to either side of us were casting shade over the alleys and yards. Drying laundry fluttered on lines strung between houses. Women leaned out upper windows, emptying chamber pots or tossing other refuse into the cobbled streets below. Perhaps that accounted for the foul smell of the place and the dirty puddles we splashed through as we went.

Kinsley stopped in front of a shabby building whose upper two stories bowed out over the lower level, nearly touching the houses to either side. With such unsound construction, it looked like it might collapse at any time. I assumed it was a tavern or gambling den, judging by the raucous noises spilling out the windows and front door. But the spine-chilling animal snarls and yowls coming from inside were harder to account for. A wooden sign swinging from a metal arm above the door depicted a snarling wolf’s head and proclaimed this The Ravenous Wolf.

It didn’t have the looks of a place I was eager to enter, especially not with the inhuman growls and screams coming from within. Then too, I didn’t have a lot of trust for my guide now that I knew him for a member of the thieves’ guild. I had followed him this far because I was desperate to learn news of Ferran any way I could. But I wasn’t eager to turn my back on him. What if he was leading me toward a pack of thieves from the guild? Plenty of them still wanted to carry out the thief king’s recent threat to cut off my arms and toss me into the lake for the fish.

Still, what choice did I have? Beneath my cloak, I surreptitiously gripped the handle of the short knife Brig had given me back in the village. Then I followed Kinsley’s broad back through the doorway of The Ravenous Wolf.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Inside, I nearly choked on clouds of smoke and a suffocating heat that came from two roaring fireplaces. The cavernous interior was as crowded and rowdy inside as it had sounded from out on the street. There were tables and a long counter before us, but most of the noisy patrons who filled the place to bursting were packed around some sort of entertainment in the middle of the room. There was shouting and money changing hands. Through gaps between the spectators, I caught a look at a shallow pit. I couldn’t see exactly what was in it, only glimpses of gray fur and flashes of glowing eyes. Snarling and yowling sounds confirmed two massive beasts were fighting for the crowd. The excited onlookers were too busy betting and cheering for their favorites to pay any attention to Kinsley and me entering the place.

I hung back from the cruel spectacle. I had no liking for the unnecessary killing of beasts. But my companion pushed his way to the forefront of the crowd and began shouting in the ears of a couple of men I supposed were the contacts he had spoken of. I didn’t like the look of either of them.

While I waited for him to return with information, I took a seat on a bench in a shadowed corner farthest from the blazing fireplaces. Already sweat was rolling down my back. I wasn’t sure if it was the heat or the nervousness over what I might find out. I had come this far to learn Ferran’s fate. But what if the truth wasn’t to my liking?

I signaled a passing serving girl and asked for a cold drink. It didn’t occur to me until too late that I had no money to pay for it. Luckily, the girl didn’t seem to have heard my order anyway. For some reason, she just stood at my elbow wordlessly.

For the first time, I truly looked at her.

“Ada!”

The silver-haired magicker girl was the last person I expected to see before me, holding a tray of battered tin mugs.

She looked as stunned as I felt.

“Rideon! What are you doing here?” she exclaimed.

She took in the marks on my neck and the faint bloodstains still on my clothes. “What happened to you? Ferran and I waited in the hedge maze behind the water cemetery all night, but you never came back.”

I quickly explained how I had nearly been killed by the men who pursued us and how I had been forced to make a desperate dive into the lake, nearly drowning. I finished with the part where I was fished out of the water by a kind stranger, carried downstream, and left on the banks of Dimmingwood. I didn’t mention my magic amulet or go into the story of Mad Mael and the days spent recovering from my wounds. I was becoming uneasily aware of how Kinsley and his companions were watching us from across the room. Maybe this wasn’t the best time and place to discuss all that had passed since we were last together.

I changed the subject. “Where’s Ferran? Is he all right?”

“He’s safe and nearby,” she assured me. “We haven’t seen those men who were chasing you again. Not since the night we all split up. I think they must have given up the search and left town.”

I didn’t tell her one of them wasn’t alive anymore. The man with the red beard couldn’t have survived the arrow through his neck. It was a relief to know those two enemies weren’t around to give more trouble. But that didn’t mean our worries were over.

“I’m not sure this is a good place to talk,” I told Ada. There’s at least one member of the thieves’ guild here, and I suspect more are nearby.”

“Yes, I think you’re right,” she admitted. “I’ll take you to Ferran. We’ve been staying here for several days in a room upstairs. A friend arranged free food and lodgings for us in exchange for my work.”

I hadn’t realized she had any friends in the city. I thought her people lived in one of the woods villages. Before I could ask questions, she led me away through the crowded room and out a back door. It was a relief to escape Kinsley’s watchful eye. I wasn’t convinced he wasn’t spying on me for the thieves.

Outside, we stepped into a yard surrounded by a low stone wall. Twilight had fallen, and the yard was dimly lit by a single lantern above the door of a nearby shed.

A young boy sat in the golden pool of light, rolling a handful of colored glass balls across the cobbles.

“Ferran,” I called to him, joy washing over me.

All my fears of the past days melted away upon seeing my brother again. I was so relieved I even forgot to use his false name, Ardeon, as I usually did in front of Ada.

His face lit up when he saw me. But he remembered better than I did. “Rideon!” he cried, running to throw his arms around me.

For a moment we two last remaining members of our family just stood there, overwhelmed at having found one another again. Then I held my little brother at arm’s length and looked him over. He seemed healthier than when I had last seen him. His face had filled out, and color had returned to his previously pale skin. The old dark circles beneath his eyes, gained during years of illness in the tower, were only faint shadows now.

I turned to Ada. “Thank you,” I said. “You’ve taken care of him well.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t?” she challenged. But she looked pleased.

Ferran interrupted, tugged at my arm. “Come and meet someone new,” he said. “You’ll like her.”

“You’ve made a friend, have you?” I asked, puzzled, as he led me over to the shed where he had been playing. It didn’t look like anything but a rough storage space. I didn’t see who could possibly be inside it.

My first clue came from soft panting, scratching sounds on the other side of the door. Ferran slid a bolt at the top and cracked the door open.

“Meet Ilan,” my brother said.

Ilan was a lean black-and-tan hound dog with long droopy ears and a waving tail. Her eyes were bright and friendly, but she cringed a little as Ferran reached out to pat her. She looked as if she were more accustomed to being kicked than patted. She also seemed underfed, her hide clinging tightly to her bony frame.

“Is she one of the fighting beasts?” I asked doubtfully, thinking of the vicious animals that fought in the pit for the crowds.

“She’s no fighter,” Ferran said. “Ilan is a guard dog, and she eats the rats that get into the stores. Only she has to sit inside in the dark all day and never gets to come out. They don’t feed her enough either, so I give her scraps.”

It was clear my brother was very attached to the animal. I didn’t doubt she had been a comfort to him after all he had been through recently.

“A strange name she has,” I remarked.

“I gave it to her,” he said proudly. “They used to call her ‘dog’. But I named her after the warrior queen in one of Mother’s fairy stories. Remember?”

I didn’t. I wondered if that was a natural result of time or due to the confusion of my memories because of the amulet.

From the building behind us came a fresh round of snarls and animal screams. Ferran flinched. He had always loved animals, and I could see he was disturbed by what went on in this place.

“Let’s get out of here,” I suggested.

“We can go up to our room,” Ada offered.

Ferran gave his dog a final pat and closed the shed door. The dog whined as it was locked up in the darkness again.

“Old Neve forbids me to let her out,” Ferran explained sadly.

“Old Neve?” I repeated.

“She owns this place and runs a lot of illegal businesses in the ragged quarter,” said Ada. “The city guard don’t bother her because she bribes them. She has… other connections too.”

Before I could ask what she was hinting at, Ferran slipped through the back door and into The Ravenous Wolf. I hurried after him, with Ada bringing up the rear.

Ferran skirted the main room, which was still crowded and noisy, and took a set of narrow stairs up to another floor. This level held several rooms branching off a dingy corridor. The walls were thin, and the noise and smells from below drifted up to us. But at least we were away from the hoard of strangers I didn’t trust. Kinsley was still down there somewhere. I hoped he had forgotten about me.

Ferran expertly navigated through a door that hung crookedly on one hinge and had to be held straight while opening and closing. Obviously, he was used to it. The room inside was what would be expected in such a place. The ceiling was stained with mildew, the walls cracked and filthy, and the sole window in the space so grimy it would have let in little daylight even if it hadn’t been dark outside. There were few furnishings.

I was reminded of the attic room in the abandoned lodging house where I had first met Ada back in Varnai. It had only been a matter of weeks ago, but it felt as if a vast amount of time had passed between now and then.

Here and there were little signs Ada had tried to tidy this space. The floor at least bore signs of recent scrubbing. And the two piles of blankets that I guessed made up Ada’s and Ferran’s sleeping pallets were neatly arranged. In one corner leaned a traveling pack and canvas bag that I guessed contained all their belongings now. And there was a large wooden crate on the floor that apparently served as a table. A pair of chipped mugs rested atop it, and nearby were several small lumps wrapped in cloth. They probably contained whatever food Ada had managed to scrounge or save.

Taking in the grubbiness that would have been so foreign to Ferran and me during our long-ago days in the castle, I was grateful Ferran had such a resourceful friend to look after him while we were apart.

A particularly loud roar, followed by drunken cheers and jeers, drifted up through the floorboards from the room below.

“I appreciate what you’ve done here,” I told Ada. “But I don’t feel Ferran is safe in this place. The men below have a violent look about them. If a quarrel should break out, I wouldn’t want Ferran in their way.”

Ada’s expression was defensive. “If we had other options, don’t you think I would have taken them?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’m just saying there is at least one member of the thieves’ guild down there, a fellow who accompanied me here. I suspect his real object is to spy on me for the guild, and I’m sure he has companions. I think we should slip out of here, attracting as little attention as possible.”

I crossed the room to peer out the window. Nothing moved in the dark alley below.

“You say the man with the scarred chin is gone now,” I told Ada. “So that’s one less enemy we’ll have to worry about encountering on the streets. I hope he’s returned to his mysterious master and reported failure. If he’s left the province, he may be all the way back in Camdon by now.”

“I never really understood why those men were following you two anyway,” Ada prodded.

This wasn’t the first time she had asked.

I kept my answer as vague as ever. “Their master has a personal interest in our father. He wants to use Ferran and me to achieve his own ends.”

“An interest in your dead father?” Ada repeated. “Is this like the interest those soldiers out of Camdon also took in your family?”

She was referring to a troop of soldiers from the Eyeless Tower who had run us down and temporarily recaptured Ferran and me, together with Ada. Luckily, we had all managed to escape.

“Yes, it’s something like that,” I admitted.

I had no intention of explaining that this other anonymous enemy wanted Ferran and I because he was aware of our true positions as heirs of the late congrave. This person had a dislike for the praetor of Camdon and wanted to make Ferran and me pawns in his personal quarrel. I sympathized with anyone who hated the praetor of Camdon, the man who had executed my father as a political rival. But I had no desire to be his puppet or to be murdered by his servants.

Ada obviously found my answer lacking, so I hurried to change the subject. “Anyway, the details are unimportant now the men are gone. I’d rather know how the two of you came to be in this place and figure out how quickly we can relocate you.”

“It’s not that simple,” Ada said shortly. Now it was her turn to be evasive. With seeming reluctance, she admitted, “After you were gone, we had no way of knowing if you were dead or alive or whether we would ever see you again.”

She went on to explain that, unable to keep herself and Ferran fed, she had seen no choice but to take the risky move of seeking refuge from the one man who owed her a favor—one she knew I wouldn’t like.

As she spoke, uneasiness grew within me. I remembered Kinsley’s comment that Ada was being helped by a “friend.” The question was, what sort of friend had Ada involved herself with? I thought I knew. If I was right, it was more important than ever to leave immediately.

I cut her off while she was still in the middle of speaking.

“We have to sneak out of here right away,” I said. “Before your foolish decision comes back to kill us all.”

I turned to the window again but found it had been nailed shut. There would be no exiting that way. While I was debating whether to break the glass and hope no one downstairs noticed over their own noise, Ferran got my attention.

“Rideon, your bow,” he said.

On entering the room, I had cast off my cloak and leaned my bow against the wall near the door. Now the bow came to life, the fiery light emanating from it outlining the detail of the delicate ruins engraved down its wooden limb.

My blood rushed cold through my veins. I knew what it meant when the magic bow flared up.

I reached for the knife at my belt.


CHAPTER EIGHT

My fingers hadn’t touched the handle of my knife before the door to the room suddenly crashed open.

A knot of fierce-looking strangers poured into the room. There must have been a dozen of them, armed with knives and cudgels. I drew my own small blade and angled myself between the intruders and Ferran.

I recognized Kinsley at the back of the rough group.

“Sorry, Rideon,” he said with an apologetic shrug. “I had to rat you out.”

I didn’t care who was responsible. All I cared was that the filthy mob was advancing on me.

A shaven-headed muscular fellow, almost as broad as the door he had entered through, was at the head of the gang of thieves.

“Put down your blade and come easy, boy,” he ordered me. “It’ll be better that way.”

He nodded toward Ferran and Ada behind me.

I realized he was right. I couldn’t win against these odds, and by resisting, I endangered my brother and Ada.

With the feeling I was guaranteeing my own death, I lowered my knife. The muscular man snatched hold of my arm and twisted the weapon from my grip. I gave little resistance as another thief grabbed me from the other side and the whole group dragged and shoved me toward the door.

A cry of protest came from behind. Ferran launched into the backs of our enemies, kicking and punching. Ada appeared quickly to try to haul him away from them. But before she could draw him back, my brother fought his way to me and latched onto the front of my tunic with a desperate grip.

“Don’t let them take you, Rideon!” he cried. His eyes held all the panic of a child about to lose his last remaining relative.

For his own good I had to pry his hands off me.

One of the thieves shoved him roughly, and he fell back, struggling, into Ada’s arms. But not before I caught a shocking glimpse of something I never expected to see—an all too familiar brand on my brother’s arm.


* * *




I was taken immediately downstairs and locked in a dark cellar beneath the building. This gloomy place was lined with massive cages that I guessed sometimes housed wild beasts before a fight. They all stood empty now. I was herded into the nearest one, and the door swung shut and locked behind me.

My enemies soon left, trooping back up the stairs and slamming the cellar door behind them. As soon as they were gone, I tugged at the bars and tried the door. My prison held firm. It was only now I was alone that a deeper fear set in. I had expected to be killed right away by the thieves. Instead, I was being held, presumably while they awaited orders from their leader. I could be down here forever.

I was no more eager to die than the next man. But what I dreaded most was being left permanently in a cage. In the complete darkness of the cellar, with only my thoughts for company, memories of my two years in the Eyeless Tower rose up to taunt me. The walls seemed to close in. This prison was even worse than that other. At least there I had a window and the comfort of companions. Then again, I couldn’t be sorry Ferran wasn’t here with me. My fear now was that something terrible might be happening to him on the outside and I wasn’t there to stop it. Of course, Ada would do whatever she could.

Alone in the inky blackness, I lost all sense of time. I might have been here one hour or five. It had been late evening when they put me down here. Was it morning yet? My throat grew dry, and my stomach ached with emptiness. Would they bring me food or water? Or was death by starvation and thirst to be my ultimate fate?

With nothing else to occupy me, I fiddled with my father’s old ring, twisting it around my thumb. It occurred to me the piece of jewelry would be a prize for some thief, if they ever noticed it. That at least I could prevent.

Some time back, I had discovered a curious flaw in one of my boots, a hollow spot in the heel. I assumed the previous owner had intentionally built this in as a handy spot to conceal his coins. I made use of the convenient hiding place now, removing my father’s ring and stuffing it into the hollow. Now whatever happened I would take Father’s ring with me to the grave. It would never be worn by some worthless thief.

I had no sooner finished putting the ring away when I heard a noise from the top of the stairs. The thick door into the upper room was being opened. A sliver of light appeared. A moment later, I saw two silhouettes at the head of the steps, Ada’s and that of a man. He was the muscular shaven-headed thief who seemed to be in charge of the others. He waited above, near the open door, allowing Ada to descend alone into the shadows of the cellar.

When she reached the bottom of the stairs and saw me in my cage, she rushed to me.

“Have you been harmed?” she asked, her eyes searching me anxiously.

I came closer and gripped the bars of the cage. Her comforting presence filled me with hope, even while I hated myself for enjoying seeing a friend enter this dark place.

Ignoring her question, I asked, “Where is Ferran? Are they now imprisoning you too?”

“I’m not a prisoner. They’re giving me a few minutes to visit you,” she answered. “And your brother is safe. I left him up in our room.”

“He will never be safe while surrounded by these thugs,” I said. “How did you get permission to see me?”

“I bribed Thorben a little. He’s not as bad as the others,” she said.

I assumed Thorben was the man with the shaved head. I doubted he was any better than the rest of them.

“Never mind Ferran and me,” Ada hastened. “They won’t harm us since we’re members of the guild. It’s you who’s in danger now.”

Anger flared as I remembered the brand on my brother’s arm.

“What do you mean members of the guild? How could you let that happen to Ferran?” I demanded.

She used her magic to form a tiny flickering flame in one palm, turning her back from Thorben at the head of the stairs and shielding the flame from view with her body. Beneath the faint light, she extended her arm, revealing the X above her wrist. Obviously recent, the brand stood out angrily against her pale skin. It must be painful.

But I didn’t modify my harsh tone. “I don’t understand how you could involve my brother in a dangerous organization like this. These people have no loyalty, and they aren’t your friends. They will kill you as soon as you cease to be useful.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” she snapped. “That’s why I’ve taken care to make us useful. After you disappeared, we were desperate. I discovered the new hiding place of the thief king and went to him. I told him I was the anonymous friend who warned him of the raid from the city guard before it happened. The thieves and their king don’t know the full story of my deception. They’ve never guessed that I’m also the one who tipped off the city guard to their old location in the first place.”

“If they ever find out, you’ll be dead,” I grumbled.

She ignored that. “As a reward for my help, the thief king arranged lodgings and work for Ferran and me at The Ravenous Wolf. He and the landlord have dealings together. The guild takes care of us on the understanding that Ferran and I contribute something.”

“Contribute?”

Her expression was unapologetic. “We lift things, picking the pockets of the patrons around The Ravenous Wolf. Most of them have it coming anyway. We deliver whatever we get to the guild.”

Seeing my sullen expression, she added, “It’s not as if I had any choice. You were gone, and this was the best way I could protect and feed us. We’re safer in the guild than outside it.”

Grudgingly I had to admit she didn’t have many other options. And at least she hadn’t abandoned Ferran. She wasn’t part of our family and owed us nothing. Yet she had chosen to stay around when it would have been easier for her to strike out on her own.

Our conversation was interrupted by the approach of Thorben. And now he wasn’t alone. A handful of other toughs had joined him.

“Time’s up,” the shaven-headed man told Ada, pushing her out of the way.

He unlocked the door of my cage. I was pulled out and escorted up the rickety stairs. Whatever happened, at least it was a relief to be leaving behind the confines of the cellar. It occurred to me belatedly that I should’ve taken the opportunity to give Ada my father’s signet ring to pass on to Ferran. Since I was probably about to die, I would have no further need of it.

I was led through the overheated common room still crowded with patrons. Busy over their drinks, no one paid us much attention. I didn’t make any attempt to bolt or to appeal to the surrounding strangers for help. I doubted any of these people were the sort to play heroes. Half of them were probably guild members themselves. Besides, I was mindful of Ada and Ferran nearby and the need not to bring any trouble down on them.

My captors must have sensed this would prevent me from fleeing. They didn’t bother to bind my hands or drag me along. Instead, as we exited the building, they only boxed me in. They walked one before, one after, and two on either side of me. The last time I had been taken to the thieves’ hidden den, I had been knocked on the head and blindfolded as a precaution. But tonight, as we wound through shadowed alleys, they didn’t try to conceal our destination. I took that as a bad sign.

It was still dark out. By the position of the moon, I guessed we were an hour or two away from the dawn of a new day. I wondered if I would live long enough to see it.


CHAPTER NINE

Our winding route through shadowed lanes and moonlit yards led us to a part of the city I had never visited before. Along the outskirts hugging Selbius’s high walls was a decayed area that was like a little city within the greater city. This was encircled by its own much lower wall of stone. Once we passed through its open gates, it became clear this place was far older than the rest of the town. The buildings were constructed entirely of rock, with none of the plaster or timber so common everywhere else. The stone looked ancient and weathered, and much of it had crumbled to dust, leaving rows of houses and other structures that were like empty shells, their roofs tumbled down long ago.

My companions navigated unerringly through this ghostly place with the expertise of men who had been here many times before. There were no glimmer-stones to light our way, and the deep shadows stretching over us from the tallest ruins added to the eeriness and sense of isolation. All was still. There wasn’t a soul in sight but we handful of silent figures snaking our way through the skeleton of the old town.

We soon came upon a great edifice standing atop a raised platform with many stairs leading to its entrance. This building reminded me somehow of the Temple of Light across town. Only this temple, if that’s what it was, looked much older. Still, it stood sturdy as we mounted the stairs and came to its entrance. If there had ever been a door here, it had long ago rotted away, leaving only an open arch that beckoned us in.

As we approached the temple, I had seen a soft glow of light emanating from within. Now I knew why. The interior of the space was lit by flaming torches that had been placed along the walls at intervals, creating pools of warm light in the otherwise cold and shadowed interior. The flames of the torches flickered in a draft that swept through the open doorways and windows, making fiery patterns dance across thick pillars and a ceiling that soared high overhead.

At least there were none of the grizzly decorations here that I remembered from the thieves’ former den. If they had cut off any arms or legs lately, they hadn’t taken the time to affix them to the walls of their new lair. However, they had brought the great throne-like chair I remembered from before. It stood in a place of prominence at the head of the room. Laid ready across its arms rested the dreaded Thief’s Blade, the black-bladed sword traditionally belonging to the leader of the band.

I took all this in at a glance, but my main focus was on the people surrounding me. The temple was far from deserted. Inside was gathered a waiting crowd of perhaps a hundred or so tough-looking strangers. Their faces were scarred and rough, their eyes hard. Armed with cudgels and blades, dressed in everything from beggar’s rags to laborer’s leather aprons and caps, they looked much like they had the last time I had been surrounded by this lot. Only there was none of the jovial atmosphere that prevailed on that other occasion when they had all congregated, happily cheering to see my limbs chopped off. This time they looked serious.

I calculated the odds of my getting a dozen steps from this place if I decided to make a run for it. I doubted I could find my way out of this twisted maze of ghostly ruins even if no one tried to stop me. I still didn’t understand where I was.

“You look confused, my unfortunate friend.” The familiar voice echoed across the room. “Might it be because you were not expecting to see us ever again?”

I grimaced as the thief king stepped out from behind a pillar and into the firelight. This man in particular was one I had hoped to avoid forever.

He continued, “We were hurt by your haste to flee our last meeting, after we had treated you so hospitably. We were just getting to know one another when you created some little distraction and dashed away.”

The little distraction had been Ada hiding in the shadows and using her magic to cut down a chandelier. But if he hadn’t figured out she was my accomplice, I wasn’t going to endanger her by enlightening him.

To move away from that perilous subject, I said, “As I remember, your idea of hospitality was to bash me on the head and carry me to your hideout against my will.”

My voice sounded bolder than I intended. Good. If I was going to die, I would rather they not have the satisfaction of seeing me afraid. I was my father’s son and wouldn’t beg for my life.

The thief king descended a short set of steps between us. The warm torchlight falling across his golden hair created the appearance of a halo around his head, an ironic contrast to his frightening face. One side of that face was unremarkable, maybe even pleasant. But the other side was horribly marred, the flesh from cheek to forehead melted. I had been told it was a torch in the hands of a friend turned enemy that had disfigured the thief leader. It had also put out his eye, now covered by a leather patch.

The thief king was summing me up, even as I studied him. “You are changed,” he said. “The last time you stood before us you quivered like a frightened child. Now it seems you have found your spine.”

He was wrong. I was as afraid as ever. But after the ordeals of these past few weeks, I was learning to hide my weaknesses.

He walked up and down in front of me. “You could be forgiven if you lost your courage, considering what lies before you. We’re very displeased about being chased from our old den. It was a comfortable spot, a safe place where the city guard never disturbed us—until they did. And we didn’t have to look far on that day to realize who was to blame for it.”

So Ada had been right. They didn’t suspect her as the informant. Instead, they suspected me.

He went on in an easy tone. “We escaped the raid of the city guard and found ourselves a new lair. But we didn’t forget who nearly brought disaster upon us. We remembered you well and kept an eye out for your return to the city. Now that you are here, we’re eager to take up unfinished business. Isn’t that right fellows?” He raised his voice for the benefit of the onlookers.

The gathering of thieves made sounds of noisy agreement.

“Now, let us think,” encouraged their leader. “Where did we leave things off the last time we had you as our guest?”

The crowd grew lively in anticipation and called out suggestions. “The Thief’s Blade,” shouted several voices in unison.

I looked across the sea of angry faces and saw something at the edge of the crowd that made all my hard-won courage ebb away. It was Ada slinking along the back of the throng. And she had been fool enough to bring Ferran with her. I was torn between my emotions, furious at her and terrified for him. She should have known better than to bring the boy to such a place. Alone, I could face whatever death awaited me. But I couldn’t die with Ferran watching. I had been scarred by witnessing the execution of my father in the tower, and I wouldn’t let a similar scene be branded into my brother’s memory forever.

Seeing the thief king was about to mount the steps toward his throne, I knew what he went to fetch. The Thief’s Blade, used for severing the limbs of wrongdoers.

I thought fast. “You’re right,” I said to the thief captain’s back. “It was me who betrayed you to the city guard. I saw an opportunity to gain the reward, and I took it, like any thief would.”

The thief king turned back, looking surprised at my bold confession.

I kept my eyes fixed on him, refusing to let them drift toward my friends. Ferran and Ada were doubtless under suspicion enough by mere association with me. One stray glance their way could yet give away my lie.

The leader of the thieves looked at me measuringly. What he saw I didn’t know, but his expression changed to one of grudging admiration.

“You are more ambitious than I first thought,” he said. “That’s good. I like a thief who isn’t afraid to take risks when the gain is great enough. And the truth is your gamble was nearly successful.”

He flashed his teeth, a startlingly normal expression in so grave a moment. “I could use a youngling with powerful motivation and an excess of courage—provided he can be trusted to use his abilities only where I direct.”

I couldn’t hide my surprise. “Are you suggesting we join forces?”

His smile disappeared. “I don’t join forces, boy. I lead them. But if you can remember your place, I might be generous enough to accept you into my guild. It’s either that or kill you. I haven’t decided which I should do.”

Some of the gathered thieves made sounds of disappointment at the possibility of my reprieve. There were suggestions of “Lop off the whelp’s head!”

The thief king laughed approvingly at their eagerness for violence.

He said, “To satisfy the bloodlust of my men, I’ll compromise. I’m going to give you a task that requires a high degree of skill. If you survive it, you’ll be branded a member. If you don’t, it’ll be no loss to us. And lest you think of repeating your old trick of turning over our location to the city guard, remember that we hold something precious to you.”

He gestured toward the back of the room. Like everyone else, I followed his gaze. My heart sank as I saw he was pointing to Ferran, who stood pale and frightened near the entrance. Now I realized why Ada had brought Ferran with her. They were under the escort of several thieves and must have had no choice but to come.

“I understand the little one is your brother,” the thief king said. “Perhaps you would like him to stay in one piece?”

At the casual threat, my anger flared, replacing fear. But I controlled it. One wrong word or move right now and all our lives would be over.

“Leave my brother alone,” I gritted. Then I forced myself to add, “Please. He has done you no harm.”

I hadn’t been ready to beg for my own life before this miserable scum. But for Ferran’s, I would.

The thief captain looked amused. “Your loyalty to the boy is most touching,” he said. “See that you remember it if you fall into the hands of the authorities and find yourself under torture. If I see one sign of the city guard approaching this place, your brother’s entrails will be the first decorations to grace the walls of our new den.”

“What is it you want me to do,” I asked, trying to get the image he painted out of my head. I couldn’t look at Ferran now.

“That’s the spirit,” said the thief king. “No harm need come to the boy. Not if you deliver what I desire—the Azure Star.”

“The what?” I asked.

“The most valuable jewel in the province,” he said. “It’s typically pinned to the breast of a certain eccentric old noblewoman. But I’ve long thought it would be more attractively displayed in my treasure hoard. It’s a risky burglary, some would say impossible. The perfect opportunity for you to show what you’re made of and whether you’re worthy to where the X on your arm.”

I had no doubt that if I refused, Ferran and I would be killed on the spot. Possibly Ada as well since the thieves obviously knew of the connection between the three of us. I had no choice.

“It will be done,” I promised.


CHAPTER TEN

After that, things happened quickly. The first blush of dawn was streaking the sky as I left the ghostly ruins of the old part of town, escorted by guild thugs. I didn’t see what happened to Ferran and Ada. I was returned to my cage in the cellar beneath The Ravenous Wolf to await events. Exactly what I was waiting for I didn’t know. Apparently, my burglary was intended to take place at a later hour. Meanwhile, I was given food, drink, and a slop bucket, a surprising show of generosity on the part of my keepers. I thought the muscular thief with the shaved head, Thorben, seemed sympathetic to me. Maybe, like his captain, he respected my boldness. Or maybe he only pitied me because I was likely to die in a short time, either at the hands of the city guard or the thief king.

I sat alone in the dark all day, trying to ignore the hated feeling of being trapped, trying not to feel the closeness of the walls and ceiling. The magic amulet tucked inside my tunic might play with my memories at times, but it had done nothing to dim my horror of tight spaces. Two years imprisoned in the tower couldn’t be erased so quickly. I wondered if Ada would visit me again or perhaps bring Ferran to say goodbye, in case I didn’t survive the coming test. But neither appeared and I remained alone. That was probably for the best. I was holding on to my determination to survive the coming ordeal if possible. But I didn’t have the energy to pretend in front of Ferran that all would be well.

After many hours, they came for me. The thief king was nowhere to be seen. Only the shaven-headed thief and three or four others escorted me along the cellar stairs and into the upper room. The light of the roaring flames in the two fireplaces seemed extra bright after my hours spent in the inky blackness below. The Ravenous Wolf was as full and noisy as ever, but no one took any notice of my being led across the common room and out the front entrance.

Outside, the comparative quiet and fresh air was a relief. Evening had fallen. I must have spent an entire day in my prison. Now the sun was sinking low in the sky, and long shadows stretched across the streets. In another hour it would be dark again.

To my surprise, I was more or less turned loose at this point. I had thought several guild thugs would accompany me. Instead, the shaven-headed Thorben explained that on the thief king’s orders, I was assigned just one partner who would be with me the whole time. He was supposedly there to help with the theft, but I knew his real role was to report back to the thief king on my actions.

My companion was a dark-haired youth named Javen, who seemed to like talking. He kept up a one-sided conversation as he led me from the others and down a crooked alley away from the ragged quarter. The fact that we weren’t exactly friends and that I might yet lose my head to the Thief’s Blade didn’t appear to bother my companion. At least not enough to stem his flow of chatter while we walked along. His father had been a healer, I learned. Javen himself was a bit of an herbalist. I tried to draw him away from going on about himself and find out more details of the task that lay ahead. But our mission was the one thing he wouldn’t talk about.

As we followed the winding backstreets leading out of the common district, I thought longingly of escape, imagining running away from Selbius and all the way back to Dimmingwood. The forest and even the deranged wild man who wandered it now seemed like a safe haven compared to being at the mercy of the thieves’ guild. But I didn’t make a break for it, just as the thief king had known I wouldn’t. The knowledge that Ferran was still in the clutches of those people was a powerful motivator to follow orders until I could find a way to extricate us from this situation.

Although we took an unfamiliar route, I recognized the general area of the city we were headed toward. It was the wealthier part of town, where the houses were bigger and finer and surrounded by wide green lawns and walled gardens. I remembered what the thief king had said about the Azure Star. I supposed a noblewoman who possessed the finest gem in the province would naturally live in a very grand house.

All the same, I was surprised when we finally reached our destination. Javen stopped in front of the largest house on the street. The red-tiled roof towering above us was surrounded by a high wall and an elegant garden, the trees of which were just visible over the top. We didn’t enter from the street, but Javen led us through a small swinging gate where the wall butted up against an alley. I doubted it was usually kept unlocked and wondered how it had been arranged that it should be so tonight.

The last evening light was swiftly fading as Javen and I squeezed through the gate and, clinging to the shadows of a row of hedges, crept closer to the house. Screened by the greenery and draped in darkness, we had a clear view of the front and south side of the house, as well as the graveled drive leading to its magnificent front entrance.

Just as I was wondering how we could possibly break into a big house that was surely overflowing with servants, Javen shoved an oversized tunic streaked with dirt at me. Then he slapped a pair of grass-stained gauntlets into my hands.

“What are these for?” I asked.

“Your new occupation,” he said. “If anyone catches you nosing around the side of the house, you’re the gardener’s newly hired assistant, just doing some late-night pruning.”

“Will anyone believe that?” I asked even as I removed my cloak and dragged the dirty tunic on over my own. It fell over me like an enormous baggy sheet until I cinched it at the waist with my belt.

“Whether they believe it depends on how convincing a liar you are,” Javen said. “My best advice is not getting caught in the first place.”

I had no sooner shoved my hands into the loose gauntlets than he offered me a spade and a pair of small sheers. I tucked these into my belt to free my hands.

Only now did I receive full instructions on what was expected of me. I was surprised to find Javen had gathered information about the house in advance and put together some form of plan. Perhaps I had been lucky in having him as my assigned partner.

He told me that our mark, a wealthy old noblewoman, was a widow who lived alone. I had only her and the servants to watch out for. She slept in an upper room at the corner of the south side of the house, with a narrow balcony attached. It was to be assumed she kept her jewelry, including the precious Azure Star, in her bedchamber. This was why we had to wait until the dinner hour, when she was most likely to be downstairs and her room unoccupied. I had only to climb up the tree growing along the corner of the house, climb over the balcony rail, and enter her bedchamber through the window. There I should look for her jewelry box, procure the Azure Star, and escape by the same method I had entered. I must do all of this without being spotted because, as Javen pointed out, my gardener’s disguise would do me no good once I was inside. An outdoor servant would have no excuse to be in the house.

“What about you?” I asked my partner. “What will you be doing while I’m lifting the gem?”

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m forbidden to help you past this point. You’ll have to pull it off on your own while I stay down here.”

I was unsurprised. The more I learned about this assignment the more obvious it became that the thief king wanted me to fail. Perhaps he derived some enjoyment out of giving me an impossible task. And yet, for my brother’s sake I had to find a way to succeed.

There was only one problem. As I gathered my courage and prepared to creep across the garden toward the corner of the house, I heard an unexpected noise. It came from the long graveled drive, where a black-and-gold carriage was pulling up to the front entrance.

“What’s this?” I whispered to Javen.

He didn’t answer.

We crouched low and watched an elegantly dressed man and woman climb out. A servant rushed to meet them and ushered them up the stairs. They had no sooner disappeared through the front doors than another carriage followed, carrying equally important-looking people. This time a set of armed men rode at the front and back of the conveyance, as if to guard the passengers within.

Javen let out a low whistle. “Your task is doomed,” he told me. “The old lady must be hosting a banquet. The whole house will be full. And unless I’m wrong, the coat of arms on this next carriage belongs to the praetor himself.”

For a moment my heart pumped faster and I heard my blood rushing in my ears. Then I realized Javen was talking about the praetor of Ellesus, who ruled from this city. Certainly, my father’s old enemy, the praetor of Camdon, was a province away.

Nevertheless, I didn’t breathe again until the carriage rolled to a stop and its doors opened. Javen’s words were confirmed when the silver-haired old man who climbed out bore no resemblance to that hated figure from my past. I watched the newcomer with interest, having never seen the ruler of Ellesus before. Under the light spilling from the front steps, I realized he wasn’t such an old man after all. He only seemed old because of prematurely silver hair and a certain stoop to his shoulders that suggested weakness or ill health.

“Folk say the old praetor is ailing and won’t live much longer,” Javen told me. “But he’s a tough old hawk and too stubborn to take to his bed. And look—it seems like his sons are here too.”

I followed his attention to a pair of young men who followed their father up the steps. Across the distance, I had a brief impression of fine clothing and proud faces that didn’t look much older than mine. Then the whole party, flanked by bodyguards, disappeared into the house.

“Come on,” Javen whispered to me. “Things are getting too risky with the place full of guests and the extra security around the praetor. I don’t like lingering with his guards nearby.”

I didn’t move. “I’m not going without the Azure Star in my hands. The captain of your guild made it very clear anything less would cost my brother his life.”

Javen didn’t try to persuade me otherwise. Perhaps he knew the thief king too well to hope he would accept excuses.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” he asked. “If you’re caught burgling a house where the praetor dines, you’ll be hanged.”

I fingered the lucky amulet inside my tunic. “Let me worry about the risks,” I said, hoping I wasn’t making the biggest mistake of my life. “I’ve died before, and I’m not afraid to do it again.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Javen looked impressed by my show of bravery. Little did he know it took all my courage to stick to the plan. The last thing I wanted right now was to break into that house. I hadn’t escaped the scaffold at the Eyeless Tower only to die for nothing at the end of a noose.

But the words of the thief king rang in my ears. I had no doubt he would cheerfully keep his threat to decorate the walls with my brother’s entrails.

At Javen’s suggestion, we waited among the hedges until all the guests finished arriving and the banquet was fully underway. Noise and light spilled out the windows of the lower floor. With any luck, the mistress of the house and her guests would keep downstairs and the household servants would be busy waiting on them. There would never be a better time than now.

I left Javen behind and, keeping to the shadows, scurried across the grounds. I met no one and attracted no attention. When I reached the tree growing against the corner of the house, I found its many low branches made for an easy climb. That was a relief because I had never done anything like this before. I climbed my way up the trunk until I was even with the balcony, then transferred my hold to the marble rail and scrambled over its edge.

The window leading from the balcony into the darkened room beyond was not only unlocked but partially open to admit the evening breeze. This was more than I had hoped for. Cautiously I opened it wider and peered into the blackness. The only illumination came from a sliver of moonlight slanting in from behind me. It was enough to reveal the room was deserted.

I scrambled through the window and dropped to the floor. My feet made no sound on the thick carpet. As my eyes gradually adjusted to the gloom, I was able to make out the shapes of the surrounding furnishings. A quick exploration revealed there was no jewelry or other valuable items here. This was an impersonal space, probably a vacant room kept ready for guests. My confidence faltered. If Javen had been mistaken about this being the noblewoman’s bedchamber, what else had he been wrong about?

But I couldn’t give up so easily. My life and Ferran’s hung in the balance. I cracked open the door and blinked in the candlelight from the corridor. There was no one in sight, although that could change at any moment. My magic bow was back in the lodgings above The Ravenous Wolf. I had a feeling if it were with me now it would be blazing like a furnace at the danger I was about to walk into.

Reluctantly I exited the room and crept down the hall, feeling exposed and expecting any moment to come face-to-face with some inquisitive servant or the owner of the house herself. But I met no one. Distant sounds of merriment drifted up from the banquet on the lower floor. It seemed everyone was kept busy there.

Still set on finding the right bedchamber, I slipped into the next room. After the bright light from the corridor, this space was even darker than the last. I stumbled around, trying to determine where the dressing table was. Fine ladies always had those, I remembered. My mother used to keep her jewelry in such a place.

An unexpected creaking noise startled me. Heart nearly jumping out of my chest, I froze. I scanned the deep shadows. I had been so certain the room was unoccupied. But now I had the distinct feeling I wasn’t alone. A sudden tiny flare of light confirmed that suspicion. A candle flamed to life in the darkness. It illuminated a young man who had just sat up in bed, doubtless surprised to find me standing in the middle of his room.

Only he didn’t look afraid as he took me in. Briefly startled, yes. But that passed quickly, and then his face settled into an expression of mild curiosity.

“What have we here?” he asked. “A clumsy assassin or a lovesick swain searching for his lady’s bedchamber?”

I stared at him in silence, as if by not speaking I could make myself invisible.

He continued, “Old Lady Agnetha is a bit ancient for the latter, so I assume your heart is filled with murder, not love.”

Despite the accusation, he showed no sign of fearing for his life. Instead, his thick, dark brows and the glittering eyes beneath them were fixed in an expression of wry amusement. He was about my age, no more than sixteen, and there was something familiar in his wavy, dark hair and fashionable clothing. I abruptly recognized him as one of the young men I had seen arriving at the house earlier. He was a son of the local praetor.

He spoke lazily. “I could call my father’s guards and have you cut down in an instant. So if that is not what you desire, I suggest you speak up and defend yourself.”

That got a response from me. “I’m not here to kill anybody,” I said. “I wish you no harm.”

“Excellent. I feel very reassured,” he said drily. “I was imagining all sorts of evil reasons for a stranger with a weapon to creep up on me in my sleep.”

“It’s not a weapon,” I said of the tool on my belt. “It’s a spade.”

“And you were about to do a little indoor planting?”

His refusal to take the situation seriously nettled. “You aren’t supposed to be up here,” I said. “You should be down there dining with the rest of them and leaving the upper floor empty.”

“How thoughtless of me to disrupt your plans,” he said. “Unfortunately, a massive headache brought on by those bores downstairs made it necessary for me to seek the comfort of a dark and quiet room. Apparently, I chose the wrong one. Now I’ve explained my outrageous presence in the house where I’m a guest. I ask you to do the same.”

I was unable to invent any convincing story on the spot. Besides, I had the unsettling feeling this sharp-eyed young man would know if I told him a lie. So I spilled the truth.

“I’m here to steal your Lady Agnetha’s valuable gem, the Azure Star. I’m acting on the orders of people who hold my little brother prisoner. His life will be forfeit if I fail.”

I expected him to shout for his father’s guards.

Instead, the son of the praetor eyed me thoughtfully. “You must be telling the truth. No one would invent such a stupid tale.”

“So what now?” I asked. “Will you have me arrested?”

“Why should I?” He shrugged. “Finding an idiot peasant snooping around my host’s house is the most entertaining thing that’s happened to me all night. It’s not as if you were here to steal from me. If that were the case, I would have you cut to pieces.”

While I digested that strange bit of logic, he continued with, “No, I think I’ll help you. I never liked Lady Agnetha anyway. Too ugly.”

His behavior confused me. “This isn’t a game,” I said. “My brother could lose his life.”

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” he asked flippantly. “Wait here and I’ll fetch what you want. I’ve always thought I would make a good sneak thief. I’m light on my feet.”

He leapt off the bed where he had been reclining. Before I could think to stop him, he swept past me to the door.

“Try not to call attention to yourself while I’m gone,” he said. “You’re the clumsiest burglar I’ve ever met.”

“You don’t really think I’m going to wait here?” I asked, finding my tongue again. “What’s to stop you from going to summon your father’s guards?”

“What’s to stop me calling for them now?” he countered.

He made a good point. I fingered the spade at my belt. I doubted I could use it to kill someone. Not before he had time to shout for help anyway. Anyway, much as I wanted to appease the thief king, I wasn’t prepared to murder for him.

“Besides,” the praetor’s son continued, “your stake in this game is greater than mine. It’s nothing to me if you want to crawl out a window and flee while I’m gone. But if what you say is true, your brother will die for it.”

With those final words, he ducked out the door and closed it behind him, leaving me alone in the dark. He had taken the candle.

I fully expected he would alert the house to my presence. Why should he do anything else? I should be fleeing while I had the chance. And yet, what he’d said was true. Ferran’s life depended on my staying.

I waited in an agony of indecision. I wondered how much time had passed since I had entered the house. Was Javen still waiting for me in the bushes, or had he given up and left?

A soft tread outside the door alerted me that someone was coming. I looked around for a hiding place. But before I could decide whether to dive into a tall cupboard or under the bed, the door opened. In slipped the praetor’s son. He came alone. And as promised, he clutched something in his hand. Opening the lace kerchief to display its contents, he offered it to me with a flourish. Inside the kerchief nestled a necklace of blue stones that gleamed in the candlelight.

“I think this will serve your purpose,” he said.

I looked at the jewels. They were magnificent, but they weren’t what had been described.

“This isn’t the Azure Star,” I pointed out.

“Of course it isn’t,” he said. “I couldn’t find that exact gem. Anyway, you don’t want it. The disappearance of something as valuable as the Star would turn this city upside down. Everyone would be searching for it. The jewel is so famous and recognizable it would be impossible to sell without the authorities being alerted. Even I know that. What kind of amateur thief are you?”

I had to admit he made sense.

“This necklace is no small trinket and should impress whoever is holding your brother enough to secure his safety,” the praetor’s son continued, handing me the necklace.

Not knowing what else to do with the prize, I knotted it up in the kerchief and tied it to my belt.

“Now that this business is finished, it’s probably time for you to beat a hasty retreat,” advised my helper. “I’ll make sure the hall is clear.”

Still confused by the turn of events, I waited until he made sure there was no one coming. Then I crept quietly down the corridor and back into the concealing shadows of the room I had entered through. The window still stood open. I hoped Javen continued waiting where I had left him and hadn’t given up hope and dashed off to the guild to report failure.

The praetor’s son had slipped into the room with me. He held the window as I clambered through it. I hesitated halfway out, curiosity getting the better of me. I had to know.

“Why are you helping me?” I asked. “I don’t believe you would risk yourself out of simple boredom.”

“You forget I’m the second son of the praetor of Ellesus. What is dangerous for you is nothing for me,” he said. “But you’re right that I have a motive for intervening in your fate. I might soon have a use for someone of your background. Come up to the castle tomorrow and ask for Master Tarius. Pretend you have a parcel to deliver to me. We can talk then about what I want from you.”

“Why would I do that?” I asked. “For all I know, I’d be walking into some sort of trap. Maybe you intend to betray me to the city guard.”

“If I wanted that, I’d have done it already,” the boy called Tarius pointed out. “Anyway, you have no choice now, do you? If you don’t follow my orders, I’ll describe the robber responsible for tonight’s burglary and set the authorities after you.”

I didn’t really believe he was laying a trap for me. He was a praetor’s heir and I the son of a congrave. Though he didn’t know it, we had something in common. We were both of noble birth and bound to keep our promises, once given.

“All right, I’ll come,” I said, impatient to get away.

Without another word, I clambered out the window and onto the balcony. From there, it was a short climb down the leaning tree to the garden below. I raced across the lawn without encountering another soul until I reached the safety of the shadowed hedges. Here I found Javen, who had nearly given up waiting for me. I hastily explained that I had the jewel and then, together, we ran off into the night.

I expected we would return to The Ravenous Wolf so was surprised when Javen didn’t take me in that direction. Instead, he led me down a confusing series of lanes in a way I didn’t at first recognize. Gradually I realized we were returning to the new lair of the guild, the ruins of the old city. We passed through the open gates and were again surrounded by the skeletons of old stone dwellings with crumbled walls or missing roofs. Everything looked just as it had the last time I visited this eerie spot. The silver light of the moon illuminated the desolate ruins, as Javen and I flitted like a couple of ghosts up the overgrown path.

The ancient temple reared up ahead, lit from within by firelight. I felt curiously numb as we mounted its steps. I should be afraid. I had been sent after the Azure Star and returned with a lesser prize. Would it be enough to satisfy the captain of the thieves? I didn’t know. But I had experienced too many emotional twists lately. Now I felt nothing at all.

The inside of the thieves’ den was just as it had been last night. The same crowd was gathered, and the thief king awaited us on his throne-like chair at the head of the room. The only difference was that a great flaming brazier had been added to the middle of the room, its blaze adding to the glow of the torches along the walls. A heavy stone block had been arranged near it. I wondered if this was where I was meant to lose my head or some other body parts if the guild leader was displeased with my performance.

“You have kept us waiting,” complained the thief king as we arrived.

Javen dropped back, joining the spectators and I approached the king alone.

“I think you will find the wait worthwhile,” I said, untying the kerchief from my belt and tossing it to where the thief king lounged in his chair.

He caught the bundle in midair, with an expression of mild surprise. Again I wondered if he had expected me to fail. Unknotting the kerchief, he spilled its contents into his palm. The blue stones on the necklace sparkled more brilliantly than ever beneath the dancing light of dozens of torches.

The crowd of onlookers gave low whistles and other sounds of noisy approval.

The thief king raised an eyebrow, a movement that tugged at the ugly scar surrounding his eyepatch. “This is not the Azure Star,” he said questioningly.

“No,” I admitted. Remembering the words of the praetor’s son, I added, “It occurred to me the theft of the Azure Star would attract more attention than you might want. The city guard would be very thorough in their search, and the guild would be endangered. I also realized such a recognizable stolen gem would be all but impossible to sell. These other jewels seemed like a wiser option.”

“I don’t expect my people to be wise. Only to obey orders,” said the thief king. But he didn’t sound angry. He examined the glittering jewelry in his hand. “Nonetheless, you have accomplished more than I expected. I’m of half a mind to accept your offering.”

While he was speaking, I had been scanning the room. I was relieved to see Ferran and Ada among the gathering. They looked nervous, and Ferran’s face was very pale. But they seemed well and unharmed.

The thief king leapt out of his chair unexpectedly. “A decision has been reached,” he declared and motioned forward a handful of his followers.

“Wait! What decision?” I asked as I was grabbed roughly and dragged away from the throne.

I had thought things were moving in a favorable direction. What had gone wrong?

The crowd of thieves pressed inward, muttering among themselves. I didn’t like the looks of anticipation on their cruel faces. I searched the throng for another glimpse of Ferran and Ada, but they had disappeared behind the rest. I was dragged toward the center of the room, toward the great stone block that glowed beneath the fiery light of the brazier.


CHAPTER TWELVE

I fully expected to be pushed to my knees and forced to stretch my neck across the block. Images flashed through my mind of another place and another block, of a sharp blade poised above the neck of my father. Even in this terrifying moment, a cool detached part of me thought it fitting that I should suffer such a similar fate to his.

But at the last moment, I discovered it wasn’t the block the thieves were shoving me toward. It was the brazier. What new horror was in store for me now?

As I was made to stand still, a red-hot iron was drawn from the coals where it had been heating. My arm was gripped, and my sleeve ripped open, exposing the pale skin of my inner arm. I realized what was happening and had only an instant to brace myself before hot iron met flesh. Pain seared through me. The sickening smell of burning skin rose to my nostrils.

It only lasted a moment, and then the iron was pulled away. A cheer went up from the onlookers, as if this were a great event.

Careful to hide my dismay, I examined the stinging red X that stood out angrily on my arm. Like it or not, I was a branded member of the thieves’ guild now.


* * *




Following the branding, the thieves began to disperse, a few slapping my back in passing or offering noisy congratulations, as if some happy thing had happened. As they streamed past, I caught sight of Ferran and Ada working their way toward me. I gave a sharp jerk of my head toward the door. Even though the danger seemed to be over, I wanted them out of this place before the unpredictable thief king decided to withdraw his generosity. Ada met my gaze, and I could see she understood. To my relief, she led the protesting Ferran away with the others.

The companion of my earlier adventure, Javen, appeared suddenly at my elbow, holding a small pot of strong-smelling green cream.

“It will draw the heat from the burn,” he explained.

I remembered what he had told me before about his father having been a healer. I didn’t protest when he slathered a thick layer of cream over the place where my arm stung from the branding. The cool ointment brought soothing relief.

The thief king appeared before us. “So, what do we call the newest member of our privileged circle?” he asked me.

“I am Rideon,” I said.

I waited, but he didn’t supply his own name. Perhaps he preferred to go only by the name of king.

He made a gesture of dismissal to Javen, who took his healing salve and quickly left us.

When we were alone, the thief king said, “Young Rideon, there’s something I want to show you. Come with me.”

Without waiting to see whether I would follow, he strode away. I glanced around and realized we were completely alone now. Everyone else had gone. Reluctantly I followed him across the temple.

“Do you know what it is that you see around you?” he asked me, spreading his arms wide as he walked. His voice echoed among the stone pillars. “This ghostly place is the original city, the old town where Selbius’s earliest settlers dwelt,” he explained. “It was abandoned hundreds of years ago, after those first inhabitants died of plague. Their descendants stretched outward and built up the modern city we have now. With all the people gone, only this desolate shell remains, a decayed carcass of a once-thriving area.”

I wondered why he was giving me the history lesson while I followed him to the back of the temple. He fell silent as he circled around what must have been an altar at one time. Here he pushed aside a crumbling statue of a winged creature with the body of a lion and the head of an eagle. It slid easily across the floor, revealing a hidden staircase beneath its hollow base. The stone steps plunged into deep darkness.

My guide took down a torch from one of the sconces along the wall and beckoned me to join him in descending the stairs.

I hesitated. There was no knowing what was below. But the thief captain wasn’t going to murder me so soon after having pressed me into his band, I decided. And whatever lay beneath this temple could hardly be more dangerous than everything else I had faced tonight. Besides, it was important not to show fear before the thief king. I sensed if ever he smelled cowardice in me, he would have no further use for me.

So I followed the light of his torch down the long spiral below. We hadn’t gone far when the stairway opened up into a cavernous room as large and open as the hall above. Great pillars held up the ceiling. Arranged side by side between the columns were rows of sarcophaguses. The hairs on my arms stood up as I realized what I was looking at. Some of the more ornate stone boxes had likenesses of important persons engraved on top of them. Others were plain. As the thief king walked past the rows of dead as easily as he might stroll a garden path, I glimpsed a still more chilling sight. Beyond the sarcophaguses were places where bare bones and skulls were simply piled in heaps upon the floor.

My guide must have noticed my looking at them. “During the plague,” he explained, “victims fell many and fast. Toward the end, the living could no longer manage the formalities of death and were forced to simply discard heaps of corpses below the temple, sealing off the crypt to avoid contaminating the air above with the disease.”

“So we’re walking among diseased corpses?” I asked. “That is comforting to know.”

“Don’t worry. Any lingering taint will have died away years ago,” he said. Then he added, “Most likely.”

Far from reassured by that, I was impatient to be away. “Is there any particular reason why you’ve led me down here?”

“I have brought you to see this,” he answered.

We rounded a thick pillar that had been obscuring my view, and suddenly a heap of precious goods spread before me. Flickering torchlight reflected off silver trays and serving sets, sparkling vases, crystal chandeliers, all piled upon the floor. I saw rolls of fine carpets and elegant furnishings that would surely sell for much. There were carved wooden boxes, some containing jewelry. Other, larger chests held worked silver goblets or other valuables.

“This is the guild’s treasure hoard,” I realized aloud. It wasn’t treasure in the usual sense. There were no piles of golden coins or bejeweled crowns. But it was riches of a sort, probably the result of many years collecting.

“You’re wondering why I wanted you to see it,” the thief king said.

Actually, I was. It seemed to me the point of a secret treasure was to keep it hidden.

I watched as he walked over to a velvet-lined box and dropped the sparkling necklace I had brought him inside, adding this new prize to the collection.

With his back to me, he said, “I bring all new thieves down here as soon as they’re branded. I make it no secret where this treasure lies. I bring them here, and I make sure each knows exactly what would happen if he ever laid finger to a copper coin or silver spoon of it. Look here.”

He strolled to a cobwebbed niche along the wall and pulled down a thick jar of clay. This wasn’t part of the treasure. It looked as old as the crypt around us. He removed a stopper from the jar and turned it upside down, pouring out a stream of ashes. Then he held the jar out so I could see its remaining contents, a shriveled fleshy-looking mass colored black by the ashes it was packed among.

He must have seen that I didn’t know what I was looking at. “The heart of the last man who tried to steal from me,” he explained. “It’s the only piece of him left to display.”

He replaced the jar and walked to one of the sarcophaguses. “And here,” he said, pushing aside the stone lid with effort. Inside, crowded atop the bones of a more ancient skeleton lay a rotting corpse not many weeks old.

“Another betrayer,” the thief king introduced. “This one thought to overthrow me and take leadership of the guild. Naturally, I acted swiftly to bury his plan.”

I understood now why he had brought me here. He wanted to show his power, his ruthlessness, and demonstrate what would happen if I ever failed him.

He was studying me, measuring my reaction.

“Your success tonight was impressive,” the thief king told me. “I like your boldness. But brave men are often ambitious men. See to it that your courage does not outmatch your wisdom.”

“Of course,” I said. “I have no thought to outshine your greatness. I wish only to serve.”

He smirked at the bald flattery.

Doubtless in his eyes I was just some desperate peasant boy who survived by picking the occasional pocket. I felt it was best to be ingratiating, to keep my apparent aims low so he wouldn’t feel threatened by them. I recalled the fawning behavior of the lesser nobles who used to hover around my father, the congrave. My father had despised them, but now I must adopt their ways.

My response must have passed his test, because the thief king soon led me out of the crypt and back to the temple above. From there we parted ways. I hesitated briefly on the temple’s outer stairs, overlooking the moonlit ruins of the old city. I supposed Ferran and Ada had returned to their lodging above The Ravenous Wolf. And so that was where I too must turn my steps.

But as I walked away from the temple, in my mind’s eye I saw again the great heap of the thief king’s treasure. I remembered the way the blue gems on the necklace I contributed had gleamed warmly in the torchlight. What was the value of such a prize, I wondered. What sort of new life could I build for Ferran and me if I had only a small fraction of that wealth in my own hands?

Right away I began to scheme.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Back at The Ravenous Wolf, I meant to head straight upstairs to Ferran and Ada. Instead, I was intercepted by Kinsley and Javen just inside the door. They cheerfully congratulated me and took me around the noisy room, pointing out fellow guild members and introducing me to the regulars. These thieves who had seemed so rough and dangerous earlier looked slightly less intimidating now we were no longer enemies. I had no doubt they would still kill me on little provocation. But for the moment they regarded me with indulgence. When Javen told how I had snatched the necklace right out of a house where the praetor himself was dining, there was even some respect thrown my way. I could tell they thought I was either brave or mad—quite possibly both.

Both Kinsley and Javen appeared to have taken a liking to me, possibly on account of our similar ages. They urged me to stay below and celebrate with them. But I was in a hurry to break away. I needed to speak with Ada and reassure myself Ferran was all right.

Making my excuses, I escaped my rowdy companions and climbed the stairs to the lodgings above. I could still hear the noisy shouts and laughter of the drunken patrons below. Something told me getting free of these thieves was going to be difficult in the future. From now on, I would have the feeling of being under observation by my fellow guild members, who hung about this place night and day.

Upstairs, I found the door to our quarters unbarred. It seemed to have no lock. Both Ferran and Ada looked up in surprise when I entered. My little brother ran to me at once, throwing his arms around me.

“Rideon, you’re safe!” he cried with obvious relief.

I said I was and reassured myself at the same time that he was unharmed. The thieves had done him no injury in my absence, though it still pained me to see the X burned into his arm. It looked less livid and painful than my own fresh brand. Probably a couple of weeks old, his had already begun fading to a softer pink color. Still, the mark didn’t belong on a son of our father’s house.

I pried Ferran loose and turned to Ada, who looked almost as relieved as my brother to find me safe.

“We should leave town right away,” she told me. “It’s not too late for what we ought to have done in the first place. It’s time to flee to Dimmingwood. The thieves cannot reach us there, and we will find my family and settle in one of the woods villages.”

To buy time, I walked to where I had left my magic bow in the corner. I was glad to see no one had touched the weapon in my absence. I was developing a possessive feeling for the thing. It had proved its worth on more than one occasion.

“We shouldn’t do anything hasty,” I told Ada, touching the delicate ruins engraved on the arm of the bow. “We’re being watched because we’re new. Give the thieves time to get used to us and to conclude we’re just like the rest of them. Once they see we’re cooperative and no threat, they’ll pay us no attention. Then we’ll find it easier to slip away.”

Privately, I had my own reasons for wanting to delay departure. True, the plan had always been to hide ourselves among the shadows of the great forest, away from our old enemies. We had only ever stopped in Selbius along the way to supply for the journey into the forest. Dimmingwood was where I had meant to make a new life for Ferran and me.

But now, tonight, I had seen another option, a way to make safe our futures. I had no intention of leaving the city or the thieves’ guild until I had secured my objective.

“But how long must we wait?” Ada asked.

I went to the window and propped one boot up on the sill. I removed my father’s ring from the hollow place inside the heel and replaced it on my finger. Now I was accepted by the thieves, I no longer feared they would rob me of the precious possession. My father’s signet glared up at me in the dim light Ada had created with one of her magical blue orbs. I tried not to consider what my parents, long dead, would think of what I was becoming. I wasn’t thinking of riches but of securing Ferran’s and my future, I told myself.

“We should give it at least a week,” I answered Ada. “By then, the guild’s interest in its newest members will have died down and we will be forgotten.”

By that time, I added silently, I would have gained the thief king’s trust and made myself necessary to him. Only then would I be given the opportunity I waited for.


* * *




It had been a long day for me. We went to bed soon, Ada giving me enough of her extra blankets to make up my pallet alongside my brother. Sleeping on the hardwood floor felt strange to me, now that I was accustomed to the ground of the forest where I had spent so many recent nights. I actually missed the rustling of leaves and the sound of the splashing waterfall running down the side of the cave where I had sheltered. Dimmingwood had quickly worked its way into my soul. It called to me, but I ignored it.

As I lay next to the softly snoring Ferran, waiting for sleep to claim me, I remembered my promise to the praetor’s son, Tarius. I had agreed to go up to the castle tomorrow. But I decided now not to keep that promise. I had enough trouble ahead without involving myself in whatever job was planned by the spoiled heir of a noble. It troubled me to break my word. But I had little cause to trust praetors or their offspring. Not after the wrongs my family had suffered back in Camdon at the hands of that other praetor. Besides, I had noticed something twisted about young Tarius’s manner and sense of humor during our brief meeting. He was a crafty one and not to be trusted. Most likely he planned some treacherous trap that would be amusing for him and not for me.

Anyway, what could he do to me when I failed to show up? He had threatened to give my description to the city guard. But he had only seen me in dim lighting, and there was bound to be a thousand other ragged boys in this city matching my physical description. I dismissed Tarius and his schemes from my mind.

I tried to think pleasant thoughts instead, recollections of the past and the castle where I grew up. But I was disturbed to find the memories of both my parents’ faces were dimmed. By time or the amulet I wore? I imagined I could feel its magic now, burning against my chest where it rested. Ever since waking from my “death” in the lake to find myself wearing the old riverwoman’s charm, my distant past had been murky. I struggled to hold on to things that happened more than a few months ago. At least recent events were clear. Bits of old memories occasionally resurfaced on their own, or I was able to claw them back when needed. Still I was haunted by the fear of losing them for good.

I fell asleep, gripping the leather-bound book that held the whole record of my life. With my mind betraying me, I was coming to depend on that little book more and more.


* * *




The one-week delay I suggested to Ada turned into two before I knew it. I spent the days following my initiation working for the guild. With Kinsley volunteering to help me hone the skills he assumed I already had, I learned the tricks of the trade. We started small. He taught me how to choose a mark in a crowd, to jostle them as if by accident, and how to dip a hand in and out of a coat pocket without the victim noticing their load had suddenly grown lighter. He also showed me how to distract shop owners while lifting small items from their shelves.

Often we worked as a two-man team. Kinsley was already known to the shopkeepers as a troublemaker, whereas I was new in town and had an honest face. He liked to rib me for what he called my genteel “lady’s” manner and correct way of speaking. Little did he guess the upbringing that had instilled them. These things made me stand out from the other thieves. But the shopkeepers liked my polite approach. It made them trust me. That meant while they were busy chasing Kinsley out of their stores, I could be furtively pocketing their wares.

We always gave a tenth of our pickings to the guild and its leader, either in the form of goods or the coins we gained by selling the stolen property. Others we might cheat but never the guild. We didn’t dare.

Sometimes Javen joined us on those jobs. The one thing the three of us didn’t do was burgle any more houses. To my relief, the thief king didn’t ask me to repeat my visit to a certain noblewoman’s home. I doubted a second attempt to go after the Azure Star would end as well as the first.

I was making friends among the guild. I spent most of my time with Kinsley or Javen, but I was rapidly learning the names of other members. We didn’t acknowledge each other in the streets. But many of them came to spend evenings at The Ravenous Wolf. I still had no taste for watching or betting on the beast fights, but I forced myself to spend time in the common room anyway, getting to know the men who did. If I wanted the freedom to carry out my plans, it was important not to stand apart or look like an outsider.

It was doubly necessary that I appear to fit in because Ada certainly wasn’t making any efforts to do so. Often during those early days, I caught her eyeing me strangely as I visited with the thieves. Did she suspect I was less eager to escape them than she? Both Ada and Ferran continued their work around the tavern, cleaning and serving. Ferran worked out in the yard as much as possible to be away from the cruel abuse of the animals inside. I had instructed him never to pick the pockets of the patrons but to leave that sort of thing to Ada and me. No matter what the guild and its leader expected, I wasn’t willing to expose my brother to the risks of being caught thieving. Guild members were expert at ducking the authorities, but there was still a high price to pay if the city guard caught a thief in the act.

I was now fully focused on the scheme that had begun to take shape in my head that first night when I had been shown the thieves’ hoard of treasure. I would have to work slowly, cautiously. But bit by bit I meant to siphon off some of those riches. Not for myself, of course, but for Ferran. We couldn’t depend on remaining in the thief king’s good graces forever. The one-eyed man was fully capable of befriending one day and killing the next. No, I outwardly worked for him but secretly acted for myself, biding my time for the day when I could put my plan into action.

My opportunity finally came one evening. Javen came to see me at the tavern and brought news that there was to be a guild meeting that night to initiate another new member. Every thief available was to gather at the ruined temple in the old town. I had been waiting for exactly this excuse to return to the spot. I urged Ferran and Ada to stay behind in our lodgings. I was uncomfortable exposing my brother to the violence that sometimes attended those meetings. They didn’t require much persuading since neither really wanted to be there. If anyone asked after them tonight, I would say Ferran was unwell and Ada couldn’t leave him.

“Only be careful yourself,” Ada warned me as I ducked out the door.

Was it my imagination or did the magicker girl have that look in her eye again that implied she guessed I had dangerous plans? I was in too much hurry to worry about it now. I hadn’t shared my schemes with her yet and wasn’t sure I wanted to. The less she and Ferran knew, the better.

I was becoming familiar with the shadowed lanes and crooked alleys leading toward the old part of town now. I met one or two familiar faces on the way, and a handful of us companions made our way through the open gates and past the ghostly ruins leading up to the temple.

The new member was a tough-looking old man, hardened by a lifetime of crime. He came to us from a neighboring town and had lost no time in seeking out the local guild to join. Because he was known to our members, there was no drama surrounding his entrance. He was branded on the spot with a hot iron out of the same brazier that had supplied the fire for my own branding two short weeks ago. I joined in the celebrations, but I was distracted, waiting for my moment.

I lingered in the shadows among the pillars and waited for the meeting to end and all the thieves to disperse. I paid particular attention to the thief king that night and marked that he was among the first to leave. Even after the last man had gone, I waited some minutes to be sure none would return, having forgotten something or other.

When I was sure I truly had the place to myself, I grabbed an unlit torch and held it to the brazier, watching the remaining red coals ignite the flame. Then I crossed the temple to circle behind the altar. I shoved aside the sliding statue of the winged half-eagle, half-lion creature just as the thief captain had done that time when he had shown me the treasure. Down the winding stairs I went, holding my torch aloft. A cold draft whispered up from below, setting the flames dancing and casting eerie shadows on the walls.

Remembering what the thief king had said about the plague victims buried here, I felt a shiver of uneasiness as I walked among the sarcophaguses and passed by the heaps of ancient bones. All traces of the disease were long gone, except the evidence left behind in the form of these old skeletons. Just the same, I took care to touch nothing and resolved to accomplish my task quickly.

Reaching the pile of treasure, I surveyed the valuables. I must take nothing obvious, nothing the thief king would miss. I was unlikely to forget how important that was, not with the clay jar containing the heart of the last trespasser staring down at me from the nearby niche in the wall.

Knowing I needed something very small, I hastily opened hinged chests and examined the contents of bowls and trays. What I took must be so tiny its absence wouldn’t be noticed. My eye lit on a lacquered box at the bottom of the treasure pile. I flipped open its lid and found a velvet pouch inside. When I tilted it, a stream of clear sparkling crystals fell like raindrops into my hands. I doubted they had great value, but they were surely worth something. I kept only a few, not enough to be missed, and poured the rest back into the velvet pouch. After carefully replacing the pouch, I closed the lid of the lacquered box.

Mindful of the minutes slipping by, I quickly hid the crystals in the hollowed part of my boot heel. Then I hurried away from the treasure room and back up the cold stairway. In the temple, I slid the eagle-lion statue back into place, extinguished my torch, and returned it to the wall bracket. I left the temple, forcing myself not to run as I descended the front steps and wove my way past the rows of abandoned stone dwellings. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Only the silver moon looked down on my lonely journey from the old part of the city to the cobbled alleys and dirty courtyards of the ragged quarter.

At this hour, The Ravenous Wolf was dark and silent. I let myself in through the back entrance and mounted the creaky stairs without encountering anyone. When I slipped into our room, I was relieved to find Ferran and Ada already asleep in their pallets. Good. I had been afraid Ada might be curious why I had returned so late. Now I wouldn’t have to do any explaining.

I went to the window and peered out into the dark lane below. Nothing moved. All the world seemed to be asleep at this hour. Why then couldn’t I shake the feeling of unseen eyes on me? Was it only a guilty conscience, fear of my actions being detected? I was playing a dangerous game, crossing the thief king and the guild. I knew all too well the penalty for traitors.

As I stood lost in thought, there came a soft sound from behind. A hand suddenly came to rest on my shoulder.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I jumped, startled. Then I realized it was only Ada who had crept up behind me. My entrance must have awoken her.

“You’re late,” she said. I couldn’t tell if her voice was accusing or merely curious.

I turned to find her studying me with her head tilted to one side, her silvery hair falling over one shoulder. In the moonlight filtering through the dirty window, she looked almost pretty. I had never noticed that about her before. Usually she was just skinny, grimy, rough-mannered Ada. Maybe memories of my graceful mother and her elegant ladies had made me judge common girls without silk gowns and fine manners unrealistically.

“It was a long meeting,” I said.

“Ferran was worried about you.”

“But you weren’t?”

“Not much. You seem to have grown adept at taking care of yourself lately—and at keeping secrets.”

“That’s your imagination,” I said uneasily. “Living among thieves has made you paranoid.”

“And is it my imagination that every time I bring up Dimmingwood you put me off?”

“The time isn’t right yet,” I said. “We’ll all slip away together soon. I promise.”

I could tell she wasn’t satisfied with that. But she let it go and returned to her blankets.

As I pulled off my boots and slid beneath my own covers, I realized I was going to have to do something about Ada. For the first time, I seriously contemplated whether it was time Ferran and I part ways with her. She had been a loyal friend up till now, but her questions and disapproval were beginning to make life difficult. I liked her, but I couldn’t let her stubbornness interfere with the safe future I wanted to make for Ferran.


* * *




The following morning, I was awake before the dawn, slipping out of our room before I had to encounter either Ferran or Ada. For what I had to do, I didn’t feel up to facing either of them. I left The Ravenous Wolf quietly and walked the cobbled lanes in the faint gray light. It was one of those chilly mornings were a fog drifted in off the lake, enveloping the city in a light mist. That didn’t trouble me. I was in no mood for sunshine.

I entered a narrow courtyard that was shared by four lodging houses standing corner to corner. In the dingiest one of these, I knew Javen lived with his mother and young siblings. The way stood open, so I entered the house and mounted the stairs. My knocking on the door to their rooms was answered by a dirty-faced little girl who stared up at me silently when I asked for her brother. But soon Javen appeared, and I pulled him out into the hall to talk privately.

He looked surprised when I explained what I needed. But I told him that I had found a mark who was rich and ripe for long-term picking and I needed to ensure that person was in no condition to notice my lifting a few things. When I put it like that, Javen grinned and assured me he knew just what I needed for this job.

When I returned to The Ravenous Wolf an hour later, it was with a packet of Javen’s powdered herbs in my pocket. I settled my qualms by telling myself I only did what I must.

I arrived back in our quarters just as Ferran and Ada were finishing breakfast. I made a clumsy excuse for my outing. Undoubtedly annoyed at my mysterious comings and goings, Ada told me sharply that I had best eat my mushy oats and milk now, if I was ever going to. I had hardly sat down when Ferran dashed off, saying something about checking on his hound dog.

Alone with Ada, I found it almost too easy to wait for a moment when her back was turned and hastily pour the fine white powder from the packet into her meal. Mixed with the flavor of the slightly soured milk, she would never notice the taste.

I tried not to watch as she emptied the last of her bowl and went about her morning chores. I knew before the hour was past she would be violently ill.


* * *




Later that morning, I had a stroke of good luck when I learned from Kinsley that I had been chosen among a handful of others for an assignment that would take us all out of town for a few days. It was exactly the opportunity I needed but had hardly dared hope for. Kinsley, another thief, and I were going to one of the little woods villages in Dimmingwood to sell some stolen goods that couldn’t be disposed of here in the city. Apparently, the villagers were always eager for basic items at a lowered cost and weren’t particular over whether they carried the monograms or family crests of certain important persons here in the city. In the eyes of the guild, it was an easy way to unload the harder-to-dispose-of goods.

To me, it was a chance for something else. I knew I couldn’t carry around the stolen crystals from the thief king’s hoard indefinitely. I needed to find a safe hiding place where I could gradually build up a store of such items. And it couldn’t be any place too close to Ferran and me, in case suspicions were aroused and we were searched. With this upcoming trip out of the city, I had an ideal spot in mind.

Ada took to her bed, sick to her stomach. She was still there the following day when I left for my errand to Dimmingwood. If what Javen had told me was true, the poison I had slipped into her food would keep her off her feet and mildly ill for several days—long enough to buy me time to accomplish some necessary things without interference.

Even though I knew it would do her no serious harm, I felt ashamed of what I had done. Just a short time ago, such an action would have been abhorrent to me. But that was when I had been Luka of Camdon. As Rideon, I was learning to do hard things. It was for the good of all of us in the long run, I told myself. Even so, I left Ferran with instructions to look after Ada and told him to run and fetch Javen for help if she took a turn for the worse.

After that, I left The Ravenous Wolf to meet up with my companions for the journey. I took my magic bow with me although I wasn’t exactly sure why. It remained damaged, and I still had no arrows for it, so I didn’t carry it often. But I was feeling jumpy ever since lifting those crystals from the thief king, and the presence of the bow was somehow reassuring. Anyway, I didn’t like the idea of letting it out of my sight for several days. It had value to me, and I had developed a vague and possibly irrational fear that someone might try to take it.

As I walked the main street through the market, where I had arranged to meet my companions, I drew comfort from the warm sunshine and the cheerful bustle of the crowds. I let all my concerns fall away. After all, what did I have to worry about? Things were finally going my way.

Then I felt the subtle heat begin to spread across my back. The bow was growing warm. Instinctively I looked around for the cause. That was when I saw him. A familiar figure walked toward me in the crowd, cloak flaring behind him, three-cornered hat pulled low but not low enough to conceal the feature I knew all too well. The angry scar stood out against his pale chin.

I stared. It couldn’t be him again, the man who had haunted Ferran’s and my steps since the escape from Camdon. Ada had said he was gone. No one had seen him in weeks. I had been so sure he had given up the search for us. And yet here he was coming toward me.

I didn’t think he had seen me. I stopped short and turned away, pretending to examine the goods in the nearest shop window. I held my breath until out of the corner of my eye I saw him pass by. There was no mistaking him. As I stared after the man’s back and watched him disappear into the crowd, I knew my enemy had definitely returned.


* * *




My first thought was to rush back to The Ravenous Wolf and warn Ferran to stay indoors and avoid the streets. But before I could start that way, I was met by Kinsley and the third man who would accompany us to Dimmingwood. It was Thorben, the muscular shaven-headed thief who had briefly acted as my jailer on the night of my branding.

I told them that I had remembered something I needed to tell my brother before we left. But Thorben was adamant it would have to wait. He had a wagon full of stolen goods waiting to be smuggled out the city gates, and every moment’s delay increased the chances of our being caught with the property. Thorben was a big man and one of the guild leaders. There was no arguing with him.

Unwillingly, I allowed myself to be rushed past the market square and toward the city gates. Everything would be all right, I tried to assure myself. Ferran and Ada had escaped the detection of the man with the scarred chin this long. They were well hidden, and there was no reason he should ferret them out. All would be well until I could deal with this new threat on my return.


* * *




We had no difficulty smuggling the wagonload of goods past the gate guards. They seemed more interested in what was coming into the city than going out. Anyway, whoever had worked with Thorben to prepare this run had expertly hidden the stolen property beneath a false bottom in the bed of the wagon, a sprinkling of hay scattered over the top. We left the city behind without incident and crossed the long bridge spanning the lake.

Once we reached the dusty road on the other side, it was a two-day trek to our destination. I found it an easier journey than the last time I had traveled this distance, now that I had the wagon to ride in. But my mind was anxious, and I wished the time would pass faster. The memory of the scarred man tugged at me, although I knew Ferran had a safe hiding place now and possibly a measure of protection from the guild. I just wished I hadn’t chosen such a bad time to poison Ada. It had seemed the right decision then, a way to buy a few extra days without her constant efforts to find out what I was up to and her attempts to rush us off to Dimmingwood. But now the act weighed heavily on me. What if Javen had given me the wrong dose? What if she suffered more seriously than intended?

It was an uncomfortable trip for me.

My worries lightened a little when the trees on either side of the road began to grow thicker. Finally the full shadows of Dimmingwood closed over us. The peaceful forest seemed a world away from the dangers and complications I had left back in Selbius. We saw no sign of the wild man who had attacked me so viciously when I was here before. All the same, I was glad I had been given back my knife after joining the guild. It was a puny thing, but having it in my belt made me feel more confident, as did the bow I carried across my back.

I was surprised to find the woods village we visited was the same one I had been to before, the place where I had met the helpful Brig and his grandfather. During the single afternoon we sent selling and trading to the villagers, I made a brief visit to the house where I had spent that night. Brig looked surprised to see me again. I doubted he had believed my promise to return and repay him for the food and shelter he had supplied. But I gave him a few coins now, part of the profits I made from the day’s trading. Thorben and Kinsley showed me how to barter with the villagers to get the best deals. I left the village later that day feeling I had learned a lot about how to handle this kind of operation in the future. Maybe someday the connections I made among these villagers would be useful.

Now it was time to put the second part of my plan into action. The crystals I had stolen from the thief king were burning a hole in my boot, and I was ready to be rid of them. After we left the village behind, I managed to become separated from Thorben and Kinsley, losing myself as if by accident in the dense forest.

I had been in this part of the wood before, and I summoned my memories of that other time to guide me to my destination. It took longer than expected because I lost my way more than once and had to look for giant boulders and other familiar landmarks to lead me back to the right path. But at last I arrived at the little clearing with the cave, where I had spent those dark days recovering from the madman’s attack.

Everything was just as it had been before, the waterfall splashing gently down the side of the red rocks, the dappled sunlight playing through the leaves overhead. Red Rock Cave, as I had named the spot in my mind, was the ideal place for stowing my pickings from the guild. I didn’t dare keep the stolen items anywhere close to me where they might be discovered. But gradually over time, I hoped to build up my own secret treasure hoard in the cave. The crystals were only the start. I hoped to travel between the woods and the city as often as I could without arousing the suspicion of the guild and its leader.

I ducked into the deep shadows of the cave. I didn’t want to leave the crystals in the main cavern. There was the possibility, however small, that some wandering traveler might shelter here for a night and discover them. I decided to explore deeper into the cave than I had previously.

In the darkness, I didn’t get very far back into the rock before I encountered a small cavern, little more than a nook, letting off the tunnel I followed. I was attracted to it by a faint glow of daylight. There was a hole in the rock here, like a window letting in a little light from the outdoors, as well as a view of the rushing waterfall splashing down the outside of the cave. I stuck a hand through the hole and felt the refreshing spray against my palm.

In the weak light filtering through that window to the outside, I surveyed my surroundings. This cozy space might work very well for my treasure room, at least for the time being. Poking around the rough walls, I discovered a niche in the rock just large enough to fit my hand into. It was the perfect hiding place.

I took the tiny crystals from my boot, knotted them up in a kerchief weighted with a big stone to make them easier to find again, and shoved the precious bundle as deep into the niche as I could. Then I collected handfuls of loose pebbles and moss from the floor and stuffed these into the mouth of the niche. When I was done, no one would ever know I had concealed anything there.

I stood back, satisfied with my work. The stolen crystals were small, but they were a start toward independence from the guild and its king. If things ever went wrong back in Selbius, and somehow I was sure they would, Ferran and I would have this to fall back on.

By now it was late in the day, so I passed the night in the cave. As I curled up among the leaves in the outer cavern, the rumbling of my empty stomach reminded me of that other time I had spent similar nights here. How different my situation now was to then. This time I had come to the forest voluntarily. My brother was safe, I had a plan to set us up for the future, and I was finally in control.

I didn’t feel lonely as I drifted off to sleep. My magic bow lay near at hand, giving me a feeling of security.


* * *




In the morning, I caught a fish from the pool, using the skill I had practiced when I was here before. Prepared this time, I was able to make a fire and cook my meal before eating.

Afterward, I kicked out the blaze, took a final drink of the cool water from the pool, and set off. I needed to get back to my thief companions in the city and invent some excuse for where I had been these past couple of days. I also needed to make sure my brother was still safe from the man with the scarred chin.

My journey back to Selbius should be an easy one. It was a warm day, and through the treetops overhead I could see patches of clear blue sky. Playful squirrels chased one another across my path as I struck out in the direction that should take me toward the road to the city. I was fast learning my way around this part of the forest, but the sameness of the scenery could still be confusing sometimes.

Around midday I stopped to check my direction, afraid I was veering from my route. The trees in this part of the wood looked unfamiliar, and there were no streams, boulders, or other obvious markers to tell if I had been this way before.

I was so busy surveying my surroundings I didn’t immediately notice the gradual warmth that began spreading across my back. There was no telling how long the bow had been trying to warn me. But I felt it now, the flare of heat that meant danger was nearby.

Alert, I reached for the knife at my belt as I whirled around.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Before I had time to finish turning, a heavy weight slammed into me. Knocked off my balance, I stumbled backward and fell to the ground.

I looked up into the vicious face of the wild man, who stood over me, the jagged piece of metal I remembered from before gripped in his hand like a dagger. His deranged expression left no doubt of what he intended. This time he would finish me for good. Brig’s words rang in my mind. A cannibal, Mad Mael had been called. A monster who enjoyed the kill.

I had only a second to roll aside as his blade descended. His blow was so powerful the sharp tip of the weapon punched a hole in the earth where I had been.

Fear-driven adrenaline racing through me, I scrambled to my feet. In a single motion, I launched headlong at my enemy, shoving him backward. Startled by the unexpected counterattack, it was the big man’s turn to fall.

I didn’t give him time to recover but immediately climbed on top of him, knocking his arm aside as he tried to bring up his blade. I knew what his next move would be, so I kept well away from his teeth.

He had fallen across a long, flat rock. Without stopping to think about it, I took his head between my hands. A frenzied voice shouting at the back of my mind told me what to do.

Fight! Defend! Destroy!

I beat my enemy’s skull viciously against the stone. It happened so fast he had no chance to struggle. Even after I heard the first sharp crack of his skull against the rock and felt him cease to move, I didn’t stop. Not until I was sure he was really dead.

Eventually I sat back, exhausted from my efforts. I climbed off my lifeless enemy and wiped his blood from my hands. Some had spattered onto my cheek as well.

Now that my initial fear and excitement had passed, I became aware of my surroundings again. The birds overheard had fallen still. As my pounding heart slowed and its beat stopped throbbing in my ears, everything else suddenly seemed deafeningly quiet. The trees looked down on me in accusing silence. The magic bow that had been shouting death in the back of my mind cooled, and its promptings subsided.

I walked a little distance away to sit down with my back against a tree. I had never killed a man before. Not unless I counted the time I had shot an arrow through my red-bearded pursuer atop the city wall. But that had been from a distance and I hadn’t had time to think about it.

This was different. This was up close and intentional. I should feel guilt, regret, something. But I didn’t. There was only emptiness inside me. I looked at my hands, still sticky with the blood I hadn’t been able to wipe away, and realized my father’s ring was stained red.

Carefully I removed the ring and polished it clean on my tunic. I let the blood on the rest of me stay.


* * *




The remainder of my trek through the forest was uneventful. I found the right path back to the main road and left the shade of Dimmingwood behind.

I didn’t dwell on what happened. My enemy had been determined to destroy me, and I had defended myself. Still, I vaguely recognized that I was changed. The congrave’s son who had escaped the Eyeless Tower would never have been capable of taking a life. Perhaps it was the recent confusion of my memories that was to blame. It was difficult to remain the same person I had been when I could scarcely remember who that person was. I smothered the unease that always came when I contemplated my memory loss and pushed on to the city.

By the time I made my return to Selbius, I had been separated from Kinsley and Thorben for several days. I lost no time in finding them both and inventing a story about how I had accidentally become separated from them and wandered the forest in confusion for days before being attacked by a madman. That part was true at least and easily proven by the bloodstains on my clothing. Amid a crowd of guild members at The Ravenous Wolf, I spun an exciting tale of how I had fought for my life and killed my enemy. Impressed at my having killed a man with my bare hands, no one questioned what else I might have been doing while alone in Dimmingwood.

Satisfied I had avoided suspicion, I went upstairs to the lodgings I shared with Ferran and Ada. It was late evening, and I found both in our room. Ferran greeted me with delight, but Ada’s expression was less pleased. Despite a little paleness, she looked as if she had recovered from the sickness my poisoning had caused. Relieved, I inwardly vowed never to risk anything so stupid again.

“Why were you gone so long?” Ferran asked. “And why are your clothes stained?”

I repeated the same story I had told the men downstairs, omitting the details of how I killed my attacker. My cracking someone’s head open wasn’t an image I wanted my little brother to imagine.

Ada, listening to my story in the background, didn’t question any part of it. That was both a welcome change and a concern. Was it my imagination, or did she watch me strangely, as if suspecting I was somehow at the bottom of her illness? I told myself it was only a guilty conscience that made me think so.

Before we all went to bed that night, I watched her string up a blanket, dividing her corner of the room from the place where Ferran and I slept. She had never expressed much desire for privacy before, and I couldn’t help but wonder what had changed to make her less comfortable with us than she used to be. Still, her kind manner toward Ferran was the same, and knowing her fondness for him, I didn’t believe she would leave us anytime soon.

Not until I lay down among my blankets to sleep did I remember that I hadn’t told either Ferran or Ada about my glimpse of the man with the scarred chin several days ago. Tomorrow, I told myself, I would remember to warn them our old enemy was back in town and that we must all be on our guard.


* * *




One morning not long after my return, I was awakened by an excited Ferran.

“It’s a special day, remember?” he asked me eagerly. “Your birthday.”

“Is it?” I asked, mentally ticking off the days and months.

He was right, I realized. Today I was fifteen years old. I had passed my last birthday in the Eyeless Tower, no place for merriment. But this one found me free and leading a new life. I supposed that was something to celebrate.

At Ferran’s urging, I crawled out of my blankets to find a surprise waiting for me. Ada had apparently used the oven downstairs to bake a pan of sweetberry tarts for the special occasion. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten the tasty pastries.

When I thanked her, she looked pleased, and I felt a little of the stiffness between us melt away. Ferran snatched a tart and ran out the door with it, saying he was going to feed Ilan, the hound locked in the shed.

I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast before going to the market on errands and spending the rest of the morning with Javen. I didn’t return to The Ravenous Wolf until afternoon. That was when Ada came and found me out in the yard. Her face was anxious.

“Is Ferran with you?” she asked. “I haven’t seen him since early this morning.”

“He never came back from feeding the hound?” I asked.

She shook her head. “It’s probably nothing. Sometimes he plays with other children in the alleys.”

But I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. I thought of the man with the scarred chin and how I hadn’t wanted to burden Ferran these past couple of days by warning him the man had returned.

But I tried to reassure Ada. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll find him easily.”

I set off, combing the nearest lanes and enclosed yards, searching for my brother. My worry grew as I moved farther and farther from the ragged quarter without finding a sign of him. I asked all his playmates and even strangers I passed in the streets. By late afternoon, I found myself in the crowded market square.

And that was where I finally saw him, stealing scraps from behind the butcher shop for his dog. He had Ilan with him.

The dog waved her tail uncertainly as I approached.

“Ferran! I’ve been looking for you all afternoon. You had me sick with worry,” I scolded.

Ferran looked apologetic. “Ilan never gets out of her shed, so I sneaked her out. I wanted to show her the market.”

I calmed down, reminding myself it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t know how dangerous it was to leave the ragged quarter alone.

“We’re going back to The Ravenous Wolf,” I told him firmly.

But while we were out, we made a stop on the way. Earlier in the morning, I had left my magic bow with a fletcher to be repaired. I had been meaning to have the string replaced so it would finally shoot properly for as long as I had possessed the thing. Upon picking it up now, I found the weapon as good as new. Pleased by the improvement, I also bought arrows from the elderly fletcher and a quiver to carry them in. For the first time since losing my old arrows, my bow was finally ready for use.

Slinging the lot across my back, I returned to the streets with Ferran at my side. I was impatient to get the boy back to the safety of home. But he begged for a walk through the sprawling gardens in the finer part of town. Ilan, he insisted, hadn’t had enough exercise. I was reluctant. But I realized with a pang that my brother had spent far too much time lately cooped up in the squalid surroundings of the shadowed ragged quarter. The fresh air and sunshine of the gardens would do him good. He couldn’t live his whole life trapped in the room above the tavern or in the surrounding yards. Besides, I was with him and wouldn’t let any harm come to him.

All the same, we approached the gardens by means of shady backstreets and little-used alleys, and I kept a sharp eye out for danger all the way. Only when we passed the Temple of Light with its rolling lawns and the gloomy water cemetery with its eerie monuments did I relax.

As we walked among the sculptured hedges and splashing fountains, it occurred to me the time had come to introduce an unpleasant subject.

“We must be more careful for a while,” I told Ferran. “No more running away from the quarter without me or Ada. The man with the scarred chin has returned and may still be searching for us.”

Ferran didn’t look as frightened as I expected. He took up a stick from the ground and threw it for the dog. It landed at the feet of a tall elegant statue, a likeness of the ancient Queen Tamliess.

“So?” my brother asked with a shrug. “Someone is always chasing us.”

It was true. Still, while we strolled deeper into the gardens, I emphasized the need to keep a constant caution until our enemies wearied of searching for us.

Ferran remained unconcerned. “Father will take care of the scarred man,” he assured me. “When he comes to us, everything will be all right.”

I winced. It wasn’t the first such comment he had made over the past weeks. I had never told Ferran about our father’s execution. At first I had fully expected we would both follow him to death in the tower. So there was no need to burden him with the news that we were orphans. Then, during our escape, our early days of freedom were so fraught with danger that we had enough to worry about. Now I realized I had been wrong to put off the painful news. There would never be a better time to speak of it than now.

The sunshine that had been so warm earlier in the day had given way to an overcast sky. Light sprinkles began to fall. I looked around and saw a little roofed structure with flowering vines clambering up the sides. I led Ferran to the shelter, where we sat on stone benches with the hound at our feet, and waited for the rain to pass.

It was here, with the gentle rain pattering on the roof over our heads, that I finally told Ferran the truth about our father.

I had expected sadness. What I hadn’t expected was that my brother would jump to his feet in anger.

“Why did you not tell me before now?” he demanded, eyes filled with tears and face flushed with outrage. “Why did you let me think he was alive and he would come to take us home again someday?”

I tried to explain myself. “Ferran, there is no returning to Camdon. I thought you understood when we spoke of eventually settling in Dimmingwood that it would be forever. We haven’t taken on these new identities for a few weeks or months. The old life is behind us for good.”

Clearly, it wasn’t what he wanted to hear. Before, he had seemed to accept all the changes in our new lives so easily. But maybe he wasn’t as resilient as I thought. Now he turned and dashed out into the rain before I could say another word.

“Ferran!” I called after my brother as he disappeared around the hedges.

I pulled up the hood of my cloak and stepped outside, where the light drizzle was turning into a harder rain. The black-and-tan hound followed at my heels. I peered through the sheets of water and the gathering gloom and tried to see which way Ferran had gone.

Rounding the near hedges, I caught no glimpse of him. I called his name, but I wasn’t sure he could hear me over the rumble of thunder overhead even if he had been close by. Unease growing, I hastened my steps, trotting through rows of wet shrubbery. The maze of bushes was so tall I couldn’t see far over the leafy barriers in any direction.

There was no cause for worry, I told myself. Like me, Ferran had become familiar with the parts of the city we traveled most often. After he had time to calm down, he would probably find his own way back to the ragged quarter.

Even so, I couldn’t relax until I knew where he was.

“Go find him, dog,” I ordered the hound trotting along at my heels.

I didn’t honestly expect the beast to obey. But to my surprise, the animal put its nose to the ground and began sniffing among the puddles. Then it took off dashing through the bushes. Surprised, I followed after, quickening my pace to a run so I wouldn’t lose sight of the hound.

Maybe the dog was good for something besides keeping Ferran entertained, I thought, as I chased it through the soggy garden and past the temple grounds. It certainly seemed to know where it was going.

The hound hesitated as we neared the street. I suspected it was losing my brother’s scent in the rain.

Despite the dampness of my cloak, I suddenly felt a spreading warmth across my back. The magic bow was warning me of something. I slowed my steps and swept a wary glance up and down the cobbled street.

Then I saw him. At the end of the street a man in a dark cloak and three-cornered hat was riding away on horseback. I didn’t have to see his face to know he was our enemy with the scarred chin. And he was carrying Ferran away with him.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I doubted the man on horseback saw me through the rain and the gathering darkness as he raced away up the street. I had only a fleeting glimpse of Ferran mounted on the horse in front of him, and then they became a dark blur, receding into the distance.

I gave chase, running up the street after them. I continued to follow the noise of hooves ringing across the cobbles, even after twists in the road took them briefly out of view. The sleek streets I hurried down were cold and deserted. Only the houses flying past on either side gave glimpses of life, their windows glowing with the inner light of lamps or candles.

I watched my quarry reappear far ahead. He followed a road leading away from the main part of the city, a path that wound sharply upward toward the top of the hill. At the peak of that rise stood the grim edifice of Selbius castle.


* * *




I rushed up the hill to the castle, even knowing I couldn’t possibly catch the horseman now. By the time I reached the gate, my enemy and my brother had disappeared inside. Frantic with fear for Ferran, I paced back and forth in the road. My first instinct was to bolt through the open gate and demand entrance to the keep.

But I restrained my fear and impatience. What could I say that would get me past any guards? I needed to know more about the layout inside the formidable gray walls surrounding the keep. More than that, I needed to know what kind of situation I would be walking into. Bursting in unprepared and getting myself captured or killed would only doom Ferran’s only hope of rescue. The man with the scarred chin clearly had friends here who supported the abduction of my brother. I needed to know who he worked for and how many enemies stood between me and Ferran. Meanwhile, I shouldn’t linger here. I might be seen.

Turning my back on the castle walls and walking away was the hardest thing I had ever done. Anything could be happening to Ferran back there. Here was I, so nearby and yet forced to abandon him for the time being. As I trudged back toward the heart of town, I was numb to the cold. I no longer felt the pounding rain. My thoughts were on what I would do next.

I walked back to the ragged quarter in the dark, Ferran’s hound trailing after me. Even the dog looked mournful.

My mind was busy putting together the implications of this new turn of events. I remembered the conversation I had overheard between our two “rescuers” shortly after they had taken Ferran and me from the Eyeless Tower. The red-bearded man and the one with the scarred chin had been sitting in a tavern, discussing a mysterious master who had hired them to abduct Ferran and me. The master’s name was never mentioned, but he was said to be an enemy of the praetor of Camdon, a man who wanted to use the sons of the late congrave against the province’s ruler. I had never been able to learn who this powerful and unknown person was. But now that I had tracked his scarred servant to the castle I had a guess. What if the puppet master pulling the strings was none other than the praetor of Ellesus? Praetors had been known to form political schemes against one another.

I hoped my suspicion was wrong. What were the odds that we had fled one cruel ruler only to fall into the hands of another, that we had escaped death or imprisonment only to become unwilling pawns?

Beyond the painful irony of it, if our enemy really was the most powerful man in Ellesus, freeing my brother from his clutches was going to be a lot more complicated and dangerous than anything I had ever attempted.

By the time I reached The Ravenous Wolf, a plan began to take shape in my mind. I couldn’t take the first step until morning, but just knowing I had an idea would help me get through the long night of worry ahead. Dawn couldn’t arrive soon enough for me. Come first light, I knew what I had to do.


* * *




I could only see one way to get to Ferran. Fate had provided me an excuse to get into the keep, and at the earliest opportunity I must use it. I hadn’t wanted any further association with Tarius, the younger son of the praetor. He had helped in the burglary that gained me admittance to the guild, but I didn’t trust him. Yet I had no choice now. Renewing my acquaintance with him might just be the key to finding out exactly where Ferran was being held at the castle. Tarius might also be able to get me information.

But what if the praetor’s son no longer wanted to see me? After all, I had failed to arrive at our last meeting as instructed. Maybe he had forgotten all about me by now. If he had a change of temper, he might even have me arrested for thieving the jewels from the great lady’s house. It wasn’t as if I could threaten to betray his part in the theft in return. Who would believe me over a praetor’s son?

All these worries were tumbling around in my head when I rose early the next morning and crept out of our lodgings. I was careful not to wake Ada. She had been as worried as me when I came home the previous night and told her the news about Ferran. She was determined to help me in whatever scheme we could put together to get him back. I appeared to go along with her ideas last night, but the truth was I already had a plan and no intention of involving her in it. This was risky enough for one person. There was no advantage to bringing in a second.

So I slipped quietly outdoors and around to the yard beside the tavern. In the storage shed, I found a clean bit of canvas sacking, which I wrapped around a brick and tied up with string. The contents of the package weren’t important, only that I had a parcel to deliver, a visible excuse to visit Tarius.

Watching my preparations, Ferran’s hound whimpered to accompany me. But I had no use for Ilan where I was going, so I left her in the shed.

Last night’s rain had stopped, leaving puddles of water in the streets, reflecting the overcast sky. The grayness of the day matched my mood. The main street leading toward the garden district was busy even at this hour, but traffic grew thinner as I passed the Temple of Light and most of the fine houses and continued toward the castle.

Seeing the stone structure atop the hill had once given me comforting thoughts of home and the castle where I had grown up. Now it only represented a dangerous barrier that stood between my brother and me.

Approaching the gate, it occurred to me for the first time to wonder what would happen if I encountered the man with the scarred chin inside those walls. He would surely recognize me, and the game would be over. But I had taken the precaution of wearing the hat Brig gave me back in the woods village. I had pulled the brim low to conceal the higher part of my face. I had also turned my cloak inside out again. My enemy had seen the purple outer fabric before, but perhaps the gray lining would be less recognizable. I could do no more than that. With any luck, I wouldn’t run into my foe.

I had no trouble gaining entrance to the castle courtyard, but approaching the great doors of the keep itself was an intimidating experience. I was nervously aware of the high surrounding walls cutting off any route of escape.

But when I showed the guards at the door my parcel and explained my orders to deliver it, I was admitted. Getting to see Tarius himself was more difficult. The castle’s steward left me standing in a large open room with a high arched ceiling and tapestry-covered walls, while he went to check the accuracy of my claim for an appointment with the praetor’s son. This was the moment of truth. Would Tarius agree to see me?

Standing in the vast, cold hall, I tried not to think of all the things that could go wrong. Tarius might well betray me. I seemed to have bad luck with praetors. Why should their sons be any different?

I didn’t have long to wait. Soon the sound of echoing footsteps alerted me that someone was coming. I turned to find the familiar figure of Tarius approaching. He came alone. The castle steward had been dismissed, and there were no sign of the guards I had imagined he might set on me.

The praetor’s son looked much as he had on our last meeting. His dark hair was heavily oiled and swept to one side, and his clothes were of fine cut and thick velvet fabrics. The thief in me assessed the probable value of the numerous glittering rings he wore on his fingers and the one jeweled stud in his ear. The golden clasp pinned to his high collar alone was doubtless worth enough to feed me for a year. But I hadn’t come to rob Tarius. I was here for a favor. I tried to appear respectful but unafraid in his presence.

He greeted me with an expression of mock surprise. “So you finally decided to show up. I had begun to think my offer wasn’t good enough for you.”

“I’ve been busy,” I said.

His dark eyebrows twitched. “Busy? Burgling more great houses and robbing wealthy old ladies of their precious jewelry?”

His voice carried so loudly that I cast an anxious glance around. Luckily, no one seemed to be near.

“Busy staying alive,” I corrected him. “I’ve had little time for anything else since last we met.”

“And yet here you are now,” he observed. “I suppose desperation finally drove you to come to me.”

I kept my expression bland, careful not to betray how right he was. “At first I thought I wasn’t interested in whatever work you had for me,” I answered. “I didn’t figure it worth the risk of entangling myself in any risky business.”

“But you’ve changed your mind,” he guessed. “Grown greedy perhaps?”

Now was the time to take a calculated risk. “I need something from you,” I admitted. “But it isn’t money. It’s information. In exchange, I’m prepared to do whatever you ask.”

Tarius’s lips pulled back in a smile that held little warmth. “Now this is unexpected—and amusing. What ‘information’ could a street thief possibly want from me?”

“You remember how I told you at our last meeting that I had a brother?”

“One who was in trouble,” he recalled. “One who would be killed unless you succeeded in your quest for the jewel.”

“Yes, that brother. He’s in danger again.”

“It seems to be a permanent state in your family,” said Tarius.

I ignored that, saying, “My brother was snatched off the streets and brought here by a man with a scarred chin. I believe that man works for someone within the castle. I need to know where the boy is being kept and what fate is planned for him.”

At my mention of the scarred man, Tarius’s gaze sharpened. “I know this person you describe. His name is Valko. A servant of my father, he carries out the praetor’s less pleasant tasks, the kind of work that cannot be done openly.”

He looked at me as if seeing me in a new light. “You want me to go behind my father’s back and find out whether his servant is acting on his orders in this matter or under some motive of his own.”

I held my breath. This was the part where my scheme was most likely to fall to pieces.

But he didn’t appear offended at the idea of spying on his own father. He seemed intrigued.

“I will do what you ask,” he said as if suddenly making up his mind.

I was surprised at securing his agreement so easily.

“You will? Why?”

“Remember that task I said I have for you?” he answered. “Like the praetor, sometimes I have plans that cannot be carried out beneath the light of day. I need you to be my Valko.”

“I don’t understand.”

He glanced around. “I can say no more here. Meet me tonight at the water cemetery, and I will tell you the price of the favor you ask.”

I was in no position to refuse. Before leaving, I gave him the brick I had brought wrapped in sacking. I couldn’t be seen carrying that away after I had made its personal delivery the excuse for my visit.

“What’s this?” Tarius asked as I handed it to him.

He wasn’t asking about the parcel, I realized, but about the bulky silver ring I wore on my thumb, the only finger thick enough to hold it. My father’s signet gleamed up at us, a pair of fighting stags in raised relief against a surface of green jasper.

“It’s nothing,” I said, instantly wary. “A gift from a dead relative.”

“A very fine gift to be possessed by a street thief,” he observed.

Although I knew he couldn’t possibly guess anything of my past or my true identity, I felt impatient to escape the subject.

Luckily, our conversation was interrupted by the sound of approaching footsteps ringing across the polished floor.

“Who is this, Tarius?” asked the newcomer. “I didn’t realize you had a visitor.”

I looked up to find an older version of Tarius approaching us. He had the same dark hair and sharp eyes, but his curls were un-oiled and his clothing well made but simple. He wore no jewelry. Perhaps a year or two older than Tarius, this young man had none of the other’s sly manner. His face was open and curious.

I recognized him at once as the praetor’s elder son, though I had caught only a brief and distant glimpse of him on the night that he, his father, and his brother had attended the banquet at the house I had burgled.

“Habon, how good of you to grace us with your presence.” Tarius greeted him dryly. “Pay the ‘visitor’ no mind, my brother. He is only a delivery boy.”

It was clear he didn’t wish to speak of our secret arrangement before this Habon.

To me, Tarius said abruptly, “Very well, you’ve delivered your parcel. Be gone now.”

I didn’t wait to be told twice. With a respectful tip of the head, I exited the place as quickly as possible, leaving the two brothers behind.

That was how I found myself walking away from the castle yet a second time without Ferran. If it had been hard before, it was even worse now, knowing he was so nearby, somewhere within these very walls. But at least I had hope, a connection on the inside. If Tarius could be trusted to do as he promised, I might soon know more of Ferran’s situation. Meanwhile, I told myself my little brother’s captors had no cause to harm him. At the very least, they must keep him alive for their purposes.

I was distracted as I followed the road down the hill and returned to the busy part of town. I was thinking that this latest turn of events changed everything. As soon as I rescued Ferran, we would need to leave Selbius for good. If the praetor of Ellesus was really our enemy, we wouldn’t be safe from him until we lost ourselves in Dimmingwood. That meant I suddenly had less time than expected to carry away the treasure of the thieves’ guild. What I had planned to do subtly over a period of weeks or months would have to be accomplished more quickly even if that meant an increased risk of getting caught by the thief king. All must be made ready so that when I freed Ferran we could leave town at a moment’s notice.

I went straight to the old part of the city. There was no time to wait for the cover of darkness or for an occasion where I had a reasonable excuse for visiting the ruined temple. I would just have to take care I was seen by no one.

This wasn’t very difficult since the place was as abandoned as ever. I passed through the open gates, followed the path past the rows of ancient crumbling houses, and slipped into the temple that was the thieves’ meeting place. It looked less ghostly in the afternoon light. Quickly I entered the treasure room, took what I needed, and returned upstairs, pushing the statue of the eagle-lion back into place when I was done.

I had been more daring in my theft this time. Knowing we were running out of chances and must soon flee the city anyway, I took something large, something valuable. The same necklace of glittering blue stones I had supplied to the thief king on the night of my branding. I knew the theft of such an item would not avoid notice for long. Because of my past connection to the necklace, I might even be the first suspect at its disappearance. But I saw no choice. Anyway, with any luck Ferran and I would be long gone before my action was discovered.

I had safely concealed the necklace inside a tear in the lining of my cloak and was just about to exit the temple when I realized I wasn’t alone.

Someone stepped out from behind the shadows of a nearby pillar.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

My heart jumped into my throat until I recognized the figure.

“Ada, you startled me!” I exclaimed.

“You ought to be more than startled,” she said, eyes narrowed. “You should be afraid for your life. It might have been any one of the thieves from the guild who found you just now instead of me. What were you doing in the thief king’s treasure room?”

I dodged the question. “What are you doing in the temple?”

“I followed you when you left this morning, watched you go up to the castle, and waited to see what you would do next.”

She didn’t look at all embarrassed by the admission.

“So you were spying on me?” I asked.

“It seems the only way to learn anything since you never tell me what you’re up to,” she returned. “Which brings me back to my question. Are you stealing from the guild?”

I was very aware of how our voices echoed around the stone walls.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “We’ll talk while we walk.”

She didn’t argue. As we left the temple behind and hurried down the path leading the other way, I decided I would have to confide in Ada about the theft. There was no way around it since she had caught me red-handed. I explained how I had begun carrying off small bits of the guild’s treasure and stashing it in a safe place for later.

She demanded to know why I had told her nothing of this before. I had no response for that. I wasn’t about to confess that keeping secrets had become a habit. After what Ferran and I had been through, I doubted I would ever fully trust anyone again.

“You haven’t been as clever or as careful as you think,” she told me as we passed through the gates and left the old town behind. “I’ve heard rumors the thief king suspects someone is stealing from his treasure room. He means to discover who the traitor is and make an example of them.”

“Which makes it all the more important that we flee the city as soon as I get Ferran free,” I told her. I tried to conceal how uneasy her words made me. The last thing I wanted was the thief king interfering right when I needed to focus on getting Ferran back.

“You still haven’t explained exactly how you mean to get your brother away from whoever is holding him in the castle,” she said. “I have a right to help with your plans. I’m very fond of Ferran—and remember my life is as much in danger as yours, after your actions. The thief king will certainly hold me responsible alongside you.”

“I’m still working on a scheme, and I don’t want to jeopardize it,” I said. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

She didn’t like that answer, but I was too preoccupied to care. Anyway, we were coming to a busy street where the noise and bustle of the crowds made it impossible to talk further.

Back at The Ravenous Wolf, I concealed the stolen necklace in the storage shed where Ferran’s dog lived. I hid the jewelry beneath a scattering of loose straw in the corner. I couldn’t risk carrying it.

“Guard it well,” I told the hound as I closed the door behind me.

Back out in the yard, I paced, too anxious to go indoors. I was thinking about my appointment to meet the praetor’s son after dark and wondering what all might go wrong. To kill time and burn off my nervous energy, I set up several bales of hay along the fence and practiced shooting targets with my newly repaired bow.

I was surprised and grimly pleased to find that the time spent hunting with my father as a child hadn’t been wasted. Now that I had a working weapon, I was a fair shot and nearly always hit my targets.


* * *




Ada left me alone, and no one else disturbed me all that afternoon and evening. As soon as dusk fell, I set out for the meeting place Tarius and I had agreed on. I would be early, but I was too impatient to wait any longer. I needed news of Ferran. I had to know that he was well and that my gamble in delaying his rescue to wait for the right opportunity hadn’t been a mistake.

It was eerily silent in the water cemetery off the public gardens. The only sounds were the crickets singing in the shrubs and the sigh of the cool evening breeze sweeping over the walls. No one ever seemed to visit this place.

Restless, I paced the bridges spanning the dark waters, reading the inscriptions engraved on the stone monuments that soared above the mirrored surface. As the night grew deeper, only moon and stars reflected back at me.

Eventually my ears picked up the sounds of approaching footsteps crunching across the gravel. I squinted in the dimness and made out the tall, lean figure of Tarius approaching me, wrapped in a dark crimson cape. To my relief, he had come alone.

“I’m here,” I said unnecessarily when we stood opposite one another on one of the bridges.

“So I see.” He wasted no time in getting to business. “I have asked careful questions about that subject we discussed earlier. I assume you wanted my inquiries to be discreet? I’ve learned there is a boy being kept in a locked tower room at the castle, waited upon by only a few select servants, people my father trusts. The boy is well and, at the praetor’s command, remains unharmed.”

Was there speculation on Tarius’s face as he delivered this news? I couldn’t be sure. In the darkness, his eyes were hidden within the deep shadows of their sockets. Still, his voice and manner suggested he might know more than he was saying. I suspected the praetor’s younger son was one who missed nothing.

That was why I kept Ferran’s identity and mine to myself. I didn’t trust this clever Tarius with his sneaking ways enough to give him added leverage he might use against me in the future.

Aloud, I said, “I have to get my brother free. We need to come up with an escape plan.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” answered Tarius. “I’ll help you rescue the boy all right. But my father doesn’t like having his plans meddled with. I won’t risk crossing him without gaining something in return. I’ve given you information. Now it’s time for you to start earning my help.”

So we were finally getting to it, the price for Ferran’s freedom.

“What is it you want from me?” I asked.

“A simple thing really,” Tarius said, “the mere elimination of an inconvenience.”

“I don’t understand.”

He turned his back to me and walked to the edge of the bridge. Leaning against the rail, he gazed into the waters.

“It’s a delicate business, requiring someone with a talent for stealth, such as you displayed in the burgling of that house on the night we met.”

I didn’t point out that he had acted with more thieving skill that night than I. In fact, he had called me the clumsiest thief he’d ever met.

“Why don’t you get one of your castle servants to carry the work out for you?” I asked.

“There are few in my father’s house I would trust not to betray me. No, I need someone from the outside, someone rough, unprincipled, and desperate. Luckily, I know one such person.”

“I’m listening,” I prompted, still waiting for the catch.

“Tomorrow at dawn a hunting party that includes my father, my brother, and myself will depart the castle for the private hunting ground, Deerwood. It will be a large party. But one figure always breaks away from the rest and rides off ahead, chasing the boar. While that person is separated from the rest of us, I mean him to meet with an unfortunate mishap. These things happen so easily in a hunt. One moment someone is alive and the next they’re toppled on the ground, gasping their last breath.”

Listening, a chill crept up my spine as I understood what he was speaking of—murder.

Unperturbed, he continued. “The victim might be savaged by the very wild animal he hunts, found torn and bloodied and incapable of saying how he got that way. Or he might be thrown from his startled horse and trampled.”

Tarius turned his head toward me. “He might even be felled by a stray arrow or spear.”

I realized he was looking at the bow I wore slung across my back and poking up above one shoulder.

“It could happen in any number of ways,” he went on. “The important thing is that it look like an accident, not an assassination.”

“It’s your father,” I realized, startled that a son could contemplate such an action. “That’s who you want dead.”

“You sound so shocked,” he observed with a trace of apparent amusement. “Perhaps you are not the hardened villain I had assumed. Surely your work has required you to kill before?”

I said nothing to that.

He seemed to read the truth in my silence. “Ah, then this will be a new experience for you. Don’t worry. My father is a weak old man, which should make your task easier. Truth be told, I envy you. I always thought it would be a rather satisfying deed.”

Finally I was able to get out the question that was bothering me. “But why?” I asked. “Why would you want your own father murdered?”

He became brisk. “I asked no questions about why you want your brother freed. Likewise, I give no explanation for my desire for my father’s death.”

“I’m not going to kill a man without knowing the reason,” I said firmly.

He didn’t seem to hear that. “He’ll be riding a gray mount decked with the sign of our house, a rearing bear. When he passes you after breaking away from the party, you can decide how you want to do it. But I shall be very disappointed if he lives to rejoin us. I think your brother will be sorry as well.”

I bristled. “Are you threatening my brother?”

He shrugged. “I’m merely pointing out his freedom hinges on your cooperation. If that’s unpleasant to you, then I suppose I am threatening him. But you needn’t look so concerned. There’s no need for him to remain locked away forever. Once my father is gone, I shall ensure his release. As you see, the praetor is not a very kindly old soul. The world will be better off without him. You can comfort yourself with that thought anyway. I do. He’s become an embarrassment to the province. His extravagant spending, lax laws, and petty feuds with neighboring rulers are damaging the name of our house. Ellesus needs a strong young praetor to take the reins and guide us to better times.”

I couldn’t resist asking a question I sensed he wouldn’t like. “Are you referring to your brother? I believe he’s the elder son and the presumed first heir.”

“Leave Habon out of this discussion,” he said shortly. “He knows nothing of my plans and would never countenance harm to our father. Loyalty is one of his weaknesses.”

I couldn’t hide my disgust with his scheme. I said, “What you see as weakness, some would call strength.”

It was obvious at once that I had touched on a sore point. “I didn’t come here to sing the praises of my brother,” he said. “You and I have a chance to help one another and each get what we want. But if you think to refuse my offer, I advise you to reconsider.”

“I’ll find another way to free my brother,” I said. “I’m no killer.”

“Maybe you’re not,” Tarius answered. “Or maybe you are, but I’m offering the wrong incentive.”

“I don’t want to listen to any more of your offers,” I said.

Repulsed by the young man and his ambitions, I turned and walked away.

“I’ve played along with your game,” Tarius spoke up behind me. “Did you imagine I wouldn’t find out who the boy is? That I wouldn’t recognize the sign of nobility you wear on your finger?”

I froze, glancing down at the silver ring on my thumb.

“I noticed when last we met that it was too fine an ornament for a street thief,” he continued. “So I looked it up in the Book of Houses, and what do you think I discovered? The warring stags are the crest of a certain congrave of Camdon, lately dead under tragic circumstances. There is a sad story that has circulated among the nobility of the four provinces for some time. A tale of two boy heirs locked up in a windowless tower by the cruel praetor of Camdon, who despises them for their father’s sake. People think you are still imprisoned, you see. Your escape is not widely known. But I have uncovered it.”

Feeling trapped, I turned to face him. “What do you intend to do with the information?”

“So humble we have suddenly become,” he mocked. “Now you’re no longer too good to listen to my offers. Well, you needn’t fear, congrave’s son. Luckily for you, I don’t share my father’s interest in meddling with Camdon politics. What becomes of you or your brother is of little concern to me. I only speak of your past to lead up to ‘what’s in it for you’, as they say.”

I was confused at the way he seemed to threaten at one moment, only to back down the next. “I don’t understand,” I said. “What is in it for me?”

He came close enough that I could see the moonlight glinting in the shadowed pools that were his eyes. “Revenge,” he breathed. “If you will not fight for your brother, maybe you will kill for your father.”

“You’re not making sense.”

He explained, “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?”

Listening to Tarius, I didn’t know which disturbed me more, his suggestions of murder or the temptation they stirred within me. Even the magic bow I carried whispered gleefully of death and vengeance. My memory may have become murky and unpredictable of late, but there was one thing I still recalled with perfect clarity. I remembered pressing myself against the slit-like window of my tower cell and looking down on my father’s execution. The sound of the drum rolls, the deafening silence, and then the blade’s fall. I thought of what I had promised myself on the night Ferran and I flew from the Eyeless Tower in the carriage of our mysterious rescuers. I had vowed to avenge my family.

As if sensing my wavering feelings, Tarius pushed harder. “If it’s any consolation, my father’s health is weaker than he acknowledges. He continues vigorous activities like the hunt to hide it. But the truth is his days on this earth are limited.”

His prompting affected me but not in the way he wanted. His words sounded good, but when I looked at him, all I saw was the face of a young man who would destroy his family. He was my opposite in every way.

“You sicken me,” I told him. “I will not be your servant in this evil scheme. Not for revenge, not even for my brother’s freedom.”

I whirled and stalked away before I could change my mind.

Tarius’s voice drifted after me, carried on the night air. “You will feel differently once you’ve thought it over,” he called. “And when you’ve come to your senses, position yourself at the small waterfall just after dawn. That is the praetor’s favorite spot. I will ensure he makes it there alone.”

He gave his orders as if he had no doubt of their being carried out.

As I strode off into the dark night without looking back, I loathed the confidence in his voice. I hated it because my own certainty was weak.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I didn’t return to The Ravenous Wolf after our meeting. The hour was late, but I wasn’t ready to face Ada and the questioning she doubtless had in store for me. Besides, I needed to be alone with my thoughts.

I exited the water cemetery and paced the pebbled walks of the public garden. The place seemed eerie this time of night, lit by the greenish cast of the glow-stones studding the paths. The sculptured shrubs and elegant statues looked grotesque in this light. Or maybe it was only my tormented mood that made them seem so.

Despite my declaration to Tarius that I wouldn’t follow his plan, I was tortured by the thought of Ferran locked away in a tower room of Selbius castle. What haunting memories must this bring back for him of that other imprisonment in the Eyeless Tower? Tarius had said he was unharmed, but what if he was wrong? They could be doing anything to my brother now, and I was helpless to prevent it.

No, it was worse than that. I wasn’t helpless at all. I had the means to save him but lacked the stomach for it. All of Tarius’s arguments replayed in my head. The praetor of Camdon was a bad man anyway. It was he who had arranged our escape from Camdon only to hunt us down and imprison Ferran again for his own purposes. His death would be the means of freeing the brother I had sworn to protect.

Then there was that other subtler voice in the back of my head. I wasn’t sure if it was the suggestion of the bow or if it was born of my own desires. When he spoke of revenge, Tarius had planted a seed in my mind, and now I couldn’t get it out.

My walk took me out of the public gardens and onto the rolling grounds of the Temple of Light. The solitary structure looked silver in the moonlight. As I was passing the temple and the little walled garden next to it, I was so deep in thought that I nearly collided with another lone figure strolling in the shadows.

Not recognizing the person, I would have simply apologized and hurried on, but he stopped me.

“I know you,” he said. “You’re the mysterious fellow with the brother who cannot give his real name.”

His voice sounded familiar. I took a closer look at him through the gloom. His tall, broad build and flowing gray robe reminded me of where I had met the young man before.

“You’re Hadrian, the priest,” I said. “The one who hopes to join the Blades of Justice.”

“The very same,” he agreed.

In the shadow of the temple it was too dark to tell whether he still wore chain mail beneath his robes.

“Have you taken your vows to become a priest of the blade yet?” I asked.

“Not yet but soon I hope,” he said. “And you? Your young brother is well?”

I didn’t know how to answer that.

He had met Ferran once some weeks ago when Ferran had strayed into the private garden off the temple. During our brief conversation on that afternoon, the priest had ferreted out the fact that I protected a secret. It was a skill of his. Like Ada, he was a magicker, only his particular talent was sensing the emotions projected by others. Last time, I had managed to leave before he could find out more about me.

Now I felt again the uncomfortable suspicion that he was searching my thoughts and feelings.

“Forgive me,” he said, “but I sense darkness hangs over you.”

“That’s true,” I confessed. Unnerving as his ability was, it was a relief to share my burden with someone. “I’m wrestling with a difficult decision tonight, and it weighs on me.” I could tell that much at least.

“I see,” he said. “But I think there’s more to it than a simple decision. I find you changed. You’re not the same youngling you were when we met before.”

“You’re right,” I said. “The person I used to be would never contemplate the deed on my mind tonight.” I thought of the wild man I had recently killed in the forest and of how I had poisoned Ada to keep us all in Selbius longer.

“But if I’ve done hard things it was only because circumstances left me no choice,” I added.

“That is the usual defense for evil,” he mused. “But I myself don’t believe it. As I see it, there’s always a choice. It might not be the easy one, but in the end, no one can force a man down a dark path. That’s a decision he makes himself, based on what matters most to him.”

These weren’t words I wanted to hear tonight of all nights.

He seemed to know it. “I fear my musings are not helping with your dilemma,” he said.

“I’m afraid they’re not,” I said. “Good night to you, priest.”

I walked away with a haste that probably seemed rude, but I didn’t care. A part of me wished I had been swayed by the priest’s good words. But the truth was they only made what lay ahead more difficult. I admired Hadrian his conviction but suspected he saw the world as it should be, not as it was. Meanwhile, I had to live with the reality.

As I hurried across the lawn and away from the temple, I realized my decision was made. I would do whatever it took to save Ferran. I was going to kill a praetor.


* * *




When I reached the street, I encountered the hound, Ilan. I must have failed to properly close the door to the storage shed earlier. Somehow the animal had tracked me down. She looked forlorn without Ferran. Maybe that was why she had taken to following me.

But I couldn’t have her trailing me now. I stopped briefly by The Ravenous Wolf to lock the dog up in the shed. As I left, I realized dawn was fast approaching. I was running out of time.

Hurrying out of the yard, I encountered Javen hanging around the mouth of the alley.

“I’m getting an early start at the market today,” he told me. “I want to get to the sellers while they’re distracted with setting up their stalls. That’s always the easiest time to lift something. I thought you might want to join me.”

“Not today, Javen,” I said distractedly. “I have someplace else to be.”

I asked him for directions to Deerwood, a place I had never heard of before Tarius mentioned it.

He seemed confused as to why I would want to go there. It was the spread of trees behind the castle at the top of the hill, he explained. But I should be wary of entering that wood, as commoners were severely punished for trespassing on the praetor’s private hunting grounds.

Undeterred, I got him to draw me a map in the dirt that would help me find the area I wanted, the place where Tarius had said I would find his father alone.

When Javen asked what business I had in that particular spot, I said I didn’t have time to talk about it and made a hasty escape.

I left the ragged quarter and jogged along the broad street that led uphill toward Selbius castle. The words of the praetor’s son rang through my head.

These things happen so easily in a hunt. One moment someone is alive, and the next they’re toppled on the ground gasping out their last breath.

My stomach squirmed uneasily. With only an hour until dawn, I had a very short time to find my courage and determine how to carry out an assassination.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Deerwood reminded me of a smaller version of Dimmingwood. The thick stand of trees spread from behind the castle all the way to the city’s back wall, where it stopped only because it reached the lakeshore. But it could probably be crossed on foot in a single day.

I arrived just as the sky was lightening and climbed a low rock wall that was the only barrier to entering the praetor’s private hunting grounds. I tried not to think of Javen’s warning about what happened to trespassers caught on this property. From this point on there was no going back.

As I hurried through the deep shadows beneath the trees, patches of dark gray sky were visible through the canopy overhead. Soon it would be dawn, and I would have no more time to prepare. Luckily, I had Javen’s directions to the spot where I was supposed to encounter the praetor imprinted on my mind. I looked for the landmarks he had described to me. In a wood of this size, it wasn’t long until I found them.

When I came across the place, it was unmistakable. There was a tall pile of boulders overlooking a low waterfall that flowed quietly downhill and trickled in thin streams over a ledge of rocks into a brook below. The brook was so narrow I could have stepped across. It was obviously a water source for the wild animals of the forest. Their tracks were visible in the soft mud around the bank.

I quickly scanned the clearing, looking for where I could get the best vantage point. I was fairly certain from what direction my target would come, because of the density of the underbrush and the positioning of the big rocks and ledge above the stream. There was only one natural direction to enter the clearing.

Clambering atop the pile of boulders, I found this was the ideal hiding place. From here I could conceal myself behind the rocks and look down on anyone who entered the area. I would see him coming long before he saw me. Now all I had to do was wait.

To quiet the nervous quivering in my stomach, I pulled my bow around, selected my best arrow, and took a couple of practice draws. If I could be sure of nothing else, at least this action was simple. When the moment came, all I would have to do was aim, pull, and release. Reduced to the mechanics, all emotion stripped away, it should be a straightforward business. With any luck, when the victim was found, the arrow protruding from him would be taken as a shot gone astray from some member of the hunting party—an innocent accident. I wasn’t even worried about missing my shot at a moving target on horseback. Since gaining and repairing the bow, my skill seemed to have magically grown. My shooting was more accurate than it had ever been. I almost felt that I couldn’t miss, that the bow wouldn’t let me.

That was why I had selected this method for the praetor’s demise. I was confident in its success, and maybe more importantly, it put distance between me and my target. I could kill my victim without ever having to look him in the eye. It was a cowardly choice but the only way I would ever be able to get through this business. I was acutely aware that what was ahead wouldn’t be anything like when I had killed the wild man who attacked me in Dimmingwood. There was no question this time of self-defense, no instinct to fight or be killed. Only a cold and calculated decision to lie in wait for a weak old man.

To ease my conscience, I thought of Ferran and how the person I was about to destroy was responsible for the terrorizing of us both these past many weeks. The man with the scarred chin and his red-bearded companion had been ready to kill me. What did that say of the ruthlessness of the master who employed them? How innocent could he be when such actions were taken in his name?

The gloom over the surrounding wood lifted. As the forest animals became accustomed to my presence, birds began to sing in the near trees. Dawn had arrived.


* * *




It seemed an eternity before I heard the hunting horns and the bay of the hounds. At first these were distant sounds, but gradually they grew nearer, accompanied by the noise of thundering hooves and heavy crashing through the underbrush. The hunting party was heading this way.

Just as I thought they would all come riding through together, they veered off. My ears told me they had begun heading north. I felt a brief rush of relief, wondering if Tarius had failed in whatever plan had been meant to ensure his father passed by this location. He had said this was the old man’s favorite spot. Probably he knew the animals were attracted to the stream and, once in the clearing, would be easily trapped by the surrounding rocks and ledges. But what if Tarius failed to flush the game in this direction? Then the plan would fall apart and I would lose the opportunity to carry out my deadly deed. I half hoped for such a result.

Just as I was about to give up waiting, my ears picked up sounds that made my heart beast faster: the noise of a lone rider approaching, charging through the underbrush. There was the sound too of something smaller running this way. A deer or a wild boar?

The rider surprised me a moment later by bursting into the clearing from a different direction than expected, his gray mount leaping the brook in one long stride. Running ahead of him was a great boar, a vicious-looking animal with thick, dark hide and sharp tusks.

The frantic boar hesitated briefly before the waterfall, its exit blocked by the rising ledge. Drawing back on his horse’s reins, the hunter drew up opposite the animal, readying his spear.

Tarius’s description of his father as a weak old man had been an exaggeration. It was true the praetor was silver-haired. But the signs of illness I had imagined upon him the one time I had laid eyes on him before were not apparent now. His face flushed with the excitement of the hunt, he sat well on his horse and was strong enough to hold steady the heavy spear he aimed at the boar.

While my target was distracted by his prey, I notched my arrow and aimed for the spot between his upper ribs, where I might puncture his heart.

Sweat broke out on my forehead, and my pulse throbbed in my ears.

“This is the only way to be free of him,” I whispered to myself. I thought of this man’s schemes against Ferran and me. Anger stoked, I was ready to release the shaft.

But my body betrayed me. My hands trembled faintly, making my aim unsteady. I lowered my bow for a moment to wipe away the sweat trickling into my eyes.

In front of me, the boar gave a sudden, startled squeal as the praetor hurled his sharp spear at it. The lance missed its mark, smashing into the ledge behind the pig.

The boar dashed away, fleeing the clearing in the only direction open to him.

As the praetor prepared to charge after him, I knew this was my last chance. If I didn’t shoot now, the opportunity would pass.

I raised my bow again and sighted my target down the long shaft. My hands were firm now, the tip of the arrow steady. Even the bow whispered at the back of my mind, urging me on.

But at the last instant, the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees overhead reflected off the ring I wore on my thumb. The silver glint caught my eye. It was my father’s ring, the signet of a congrave of Camdon. And it was about to be worn on the hand of a murderer.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Struck as if by lightning, I eased back on the bowstring and lowered my arrow. I couldn’t do it. Not while I wore that ring. It was as if my dead father were watching me. I couldn’t commit such a dishonorable and cowardly act.

I sighed and put down my bow. Then I slumped back against the rock. Only the boulder I thought was behind me wasn’t where I expected it to be. I leaned back into nothingness.

With a startled yelp, I fell through the empty air and dropped a short distance to the ground below. I landed with a crash that knocked the wind out of me.

Lying sprawled on my back, I struggled to breathe again. Pain radiated through me from the force of the impact. For a few seconds all rational thought was driven from my mind.

Dimly, I became aware of a trembling in the ground, of a heavy thundering noise rushing closer. Sucking in air, I lifted my head in time to see the commotion of many riders on horseback arriving at the scene. Their horses’ hooves drumming over the ground nearly trampled me. At the last possible moment, the riders reined in their mounts. This must be the rest of the praetor’s hunting party.

Realization of the danger I was in forced strength back into me, and I dragged myself upright.

“You arrive just in time,” I heard a ringing voice greet the riders. “It seems I have discovered a young weasel hiding among the rocks.”

The praetor nudged his horse over to where I stood, blocking my exit. With the boulders to my back, the praetor before me, and the new arrivals gathering to my side, I had nowhere to run.

Instinctively I fumbled for my bow before realizing I had dropped it atop the boulders. I was defenseless except for the small knife at my belt. I rested my hand on the weapon but didn’t dare draw it, lest I make my situation worse.

With a creak of saddles and a stamping of boots, several armed men, probably the praetor’s personal guard, leapt off the backs of their horses and rushed at me. Before I could react, they had taken my knife, shoved me roughly against the face of the rock, and pinned my arms back.

I was helpless to move.

Slowly the silver-haired praetor dismounted and walked over to where I was being held. He looked me up and down with sharp blue eyes that reminded me of his son’s.

“You have interrupted my hunt and caused me to lose my quarry, boy,” he said. “What is it you do here in my woods?”

Before I could speak, one of the men holding me interrupted. “My lord, he was armed with a knife.”

“And a bow,” added a second man, noticing my quiver of arrows.

I knew if they searched the area, they would quickly find my bow where I had left it.

The praetor looked at me from beneath lowered brows. “Equipped like that, you are either a robber, assassin, or poacher. I hope for your sake it’s the latter. I don’t take kindly to any sort of intruder on my land, but some receive more mercy than others. Speak up now, or I’ll have no choice but to assume the worst.”

My mind raced to form an excuse, to find a way out.

In the prolonged silence, they all stared at me, waiting for answers. Then a terrible thing happened. One of the guards holding back my arms made a discovery.

“Look here above his wrist,” the man exclaimed. “I’ve seen this mark before.”

He held my arm out and dragged my loose sleeve up to my elbow. The fresh pink X was visible for all too see.

“We’re familiar with this brand, my lord,” the guard told the praetor. “It’s the symbol of the thieves’ guild here in the city. All their people wear it.”

The praetor’s mouth tilted down, and I watched as any sympathy he might have had for me drained away.

“The thieves’ guild,” he said. “Those dogs have long been a thorn in the side of the city guard. I will not tolerate them on my hunting grounds.”

He turned to one of the armed men who seemed to have charge over the others. “Captain, deal with this filth as he deserves. I suggest stringing him up from the nearest tree as a feast for the crows. Then let us be on our way.”

“Yes, my lord,” came the rigid response.

“Wait!” I protested as the praetor walked briskly back to his horse.

But he didn’t look back. No one else paid my outburst any attention either. Apparently, my chance to speak was over. None now wanted to hear any explanation from me. And what could I say anyway? That I wasn’t here for illegal hunting but to assassinate the praetor? That would hardly make my situation better.

I could only watch with growing alarm as the praetor’s servants debated the best tree to hang me from. I looked desperately to the rest of the waiting hunting party, as if any of them might intervene. But there was no help to be had from that quarter. The company was a mixture of guardsmen and finely dressed men I guessed to be nobles or companions to the praetor. Two stood out from the rest. I saw the praetor’s eldest son, Habon, near the front. I imagined there was a hint of pity in his eyes but not enough to make him urge his father to spare me.

Behind Habon, I spotted a more familiar face, that of the praetor’s younger son.

Tarius looked at me with an expression of casual boredom. If I hadn’t known better, if I hadn’t noticed the faint lines of tension around his mouth and the flicker of uncertainty in his eyes, I would have thought he was gazing upon the misfortune of a stranger. Certainly, he gave no sign of knowing me and didn’t utter a word in my defense.

And he wouldn’t, I realized. Our plan had failed. Why should he admit to having conspired with me? It would do me no good and would only bring a world of trouble upon him. No, he would stand by and let this broken tool be destroyed.

While all these thoughts raced through my head, my hands were bound and I was forced up onto the back of a horse one of the guards supplied for the purpose. As I was led to a tall tree a distance from the stream, I realized this was the place where I was going to die. Strange to think of hanging from a tree when I used to believe I was destined to die upon a scaffold one day, like my father.

The praetor and the rest of the company looked on sternly while the captain of the guard asked if there were any further crimes I wished to confess to before hanging.

It wasn’t too late. I could prevent this if I spoke up and revealed my true identity. If the praetor was made aware that I was a son of the congrave, one of the very heirs he had worked so hard to abduct, my execution would be stopped. But I couldn’t reveal my connection to Ferran. Not without implicating he had some involvement in my assassination attempt.

With a dazed feeling of unreality, I shook my head wordlessly.

Someone produced a rope that had probably been intended for dragging home a dead boar. Now it would be put to a different use. It was secured to a lower branch of the tall tree.

As the captain of the guard formed a rough noose and placed it around my neck, my heart began to pound in my chest and my stomach grew queasy with fear. But I wouldn’t let them see me afraid. My father had gone to his death bravely, and so would I.

I forced myself to look defiantly toward the spectators and fixed an insolent smile on my face.

Then I heard the ringing slap of the guard’s hand across the horse’s hindquarters. In the space of a single breath, the startled animal shot out from under me.

One last fleeting thought streaked through my mind. I shouldn’t have worn my father’s ring today.


EPILOGUE

I sit alone in the fading light filtering through the smudged window of our room above The Ravenous Wolf. I’m still dazed by the events of the day. My throat aches, and the skin of my neck is raw with rope burn, despite the healing ointment Javen has put on it.

But most of all, I’m confused. I close my ears to the vicious noises of the beast fights in the room below. I need to think, to remember what has occurred, and record it in the leather-bound book before me. But something is wrong. My memory, so fragile of late, has shifted again.

And I know the reason. The magic amulet beneath my tunic burns hot against my skin. I feel its power seeping into me. There can be no doubt this time. The charm has brought me back to life. Javen swears I was very much dead when he found me in the wood. Ada and Kinsley confirm his version of events.

From them I’ve learned what happened after my world went black at the end of the rope.

Concerned at my failure to return to the tavern last night, Ada had sensed something was wrong. She had consulted with Kinsley and Javen. When Javen spoke of my intention to go to the praetor’s hunting grounds, the three of them realized that was where they must search.

They had found me dangling from a tree beside the stream. The ground was freshly churned by the recent departure of the praetor’s hunting party. My body was still warm when my friends cut me down, but Javen had enough experience as a healer to be certain I was dead. That was why everyone was amazed when, as they debated what to do with my corpse, I suddenly gasped to life. My friends swiftly collected my lost bow and arrows, and together, they half carried me back to our lodgings.

So here I sit, weighing whether my return to life is worth the price I’m paying for it. Even with the explanations of my friends, my memories of the rest of the day are murky. Just as the magic amulet played with my mind when the riverwoman put it on me after my drowning, I feel it reshuffling my memories again. It seems with every rebirth I lose another piece of my past. I contemplate the gamble of taking the thing off. For all I know, it might kill me to remove the charm. But surely it’s better to die than to lose what makes me myself?

One thought stops me from taking the risk. At this very moment, Ferran is depending on me for rescue. There is no one else to save him. Beyond that, I have unfinished business with the praetors of Ellesus and Camdon.

My family, both the living and the dead, wait to be avenged.

 

 

Continue the adventure in Book 3, THIEF’S CURSE.
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