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        May you experience great delight as you discover your niche in life and learn to influence the world around you for good.
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      Tremors shook the mountain to its roots, splashing rivers of molten rock onto barren slopes.

      In a vast cavern below the summit, an ancient creature slumbered fitfully, untroubled by the convulsions. Hidden from sight and long forgotten by all who scurried about on the surface of the earth, it brooded silently and it slept.

      Joy no longer penetrated the darkness of its heart. Decades turned into unnumbered centuries, and one thing remained constant in the ebb and flow of its jaded desires—its craving for the annihilation of humankind.

      Remarkably, its most effective allies were the humans themselves. They seemed eager to pave the way to self-destruction, their brightest and best pursuing it with no less energy than the most stupid among them. It was a marvelous mystery.

      Of late the prospect of a new devastation had threatened its lethargy. There was no need for undue haste. When the moment was ripe the creature would bestir itself.

      And this time, it would find a way to ensure that the little parasites eradicated themselves completely.
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      Kylen peered attentively down at the ever-increasing mound of loaves below him. His rooftop perch offered him an uninterrupted view of the huge cooling tables that stretched across the rear of the bakery.

      Steam rose lazily from the golden brown crusts, and the intruder pushed from his mind the insistent rumbling of his stomach. So much depended on him. He would not be the only one going hungry if he failed. Maintaining his silent vigil, he watched and waited, calling upon his almost boundless store of patience.

      Remaining motionless was far from easy. Having settled into his current position well before dawn, he had every reason to feel uncomfortable. Nevertheless, he stubbornly refused to acknowledge the aching in his joints and the stiffness in his muscles. It would all be for nothing if he didn’t choose the right moment.

      At first the baker had peered around suspiciously while setting down the latest tray of crusty bread, fresh from the ovens. Now, a couple of hours later, he seemed relaxed and untroubled. Kylen reasoned that the man had little cause to concern himself—with so many loaves laid out, the baker could surely afford to lose a few.

      Dawn was lightening the sky when Kylen finally decided to make his move. A steady stream of customers would be lining up to buy fresh bread, and the baker would be distracted. Swinging his legs silently over the edge of the roof, he eased himself down onto a strategically placed water barrel and from there to the ground. Nothing apart from a rickety wooden fence now lay between him and his goal. After pulling his hood low over his face, he stood perfectly still for a moment, listening intently for any sound from the rear of the bakery. He heard nothing.

      In a single smooth motion he was over the fence and scooping loaves into a sack.

      His sack was barely half full when he sensed movement. A hurried glance revealed two dark figures looming from the shadows at the back of the building. They sprang toward him, wooden clubs raised purposefully.

      There wasn’t time to think. Scaling the fence in a heartbeat, he scrambled onto the water barrel before clambering awkwardly onto the roof. The sack weighed him down, but he refused to relinquish it. Hoisting the spoils into his arms, he raced for freedom.

      Even in the half light of dawn he knew his way around the rooftops. Let them catch him if they could. This was his domain.

      Loud thumps sounded as his pursuers pulled themselves onto the roof. The men dwarfed him if Kylen’s quick glimpse had offered any indication. It would have ended badly if they’d caught him in the bakery.

      It was a different matter on the rooftops. Above the ground big meant clumsy, and clumsy people were a danger to themselves and anyone beneath them.

      No one could accuse Kylen of being big. He was lean and trim, not just from constant exertion, but because he was forever hungry. His pursuers would never keep up with him.

      With his thoughts wandering he failed to notice two new figures rising up directly ahead of him. There was nothing big or clumsy about them. Lithe and nimble, they sprang at him. One grabbed the sack with both hands. His companion grasped his arm tightly with one hand while pulling back his hood with the other.

      With a violent twist to one side, he broke free of the hand on his arm, relinquishing the sack at the same moment. Slipping through their flailing arms, he flew away, not daring to look back.

      The loaves were gone, but it was too late for regrets. All that mattered now was to avoid being caught. Racing from one roof to another, he jumped down and scrambled higher almost without conscious thought. At times he was forced to leap across yawning gaps, ignoring the serious injury or death awaiting him if he misjudged and fell.

      His pursuers were proving difficult to shake off. While never managing to catch him, they weren’t far behind. He soon realized something unexpected would be needed to shake free. Heading for a nearby section of the city where the buildings reached up three stories, he turned a corner where he would be hidden for a moment then boldly stepped off the roof. A crude scaffold had been erected beside the uppermost story of that particular building for renovations. It had been in place for several weeks. Landing on it lightly, he climbed in through the open window before him.

      Anyone familiar with the area knew the building was unoccupied. Not waiting to see if he was followed, he hurried down the stairs and slipped through an open space into a narrow lane. Pausing long enough to ensure no one was in sight, he twisted and turned through a network of backstreets and alleyways until he was certain he had eluded any stalkers.

      Finally, he climbed carefully up onto a roof and peered about him. Impossibly, he spotted his pursuers, silent and watchful, perched on the roof of an adjoining house. They had their backs to him, but the smallest sound would surely alert them to his presence. How had they managed to track him here?

      He was in real trouble now. It was bad enough that he’d failed to lose them. Even worse, the light had been strengthening when they tried to grab him. He was confident he’d recognize their faces if he saw them again. That meant they had an equally good look at him, especially with his hood pulled back.

      It was pointless to keep running. The time had come to retreat to a place where no one would find him. Easing himself to the ground, he set off for his refuge of last resort.

      His path led him through busy streets as well as abandoned back alleys, but he was practiced at remaining inconspicuous.

      Eventually he wound his way to the more affluent quarter of the city. He didn’t belong there, and everything about his appearance demonstrated it clearly. But there was little he could do. Keeping his head down, he hurried toward his destination.

      Fortunately, no one challenged him before he slipped at last into a dark lane behind a building formerly occupied by the Jewelers Guild. Scaling an external drainpipe, he made his way onto the roof.

      At one point the roof dipped on four sides to direct rainwater into a channel leading to a drainpipe. The design had created a small sunken area hidden from view on all sides. Clambering into it, he settled down among the tiles. A glazed window overlooked the section of roof where he was hiding, but he was not concerned. Long disused, the building had always been dark and empty in recent times.

      He released a deep sigh. He wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. A waterskin hung at his belt, but he had nothing to eat. Fresh bread from the bakery had been intended to deal with that. It didn’t matter. He was no stranger to hunger.

      His hiding place offered no shelter from the elements, and it would be cold on the rooftops. That was nothing new either. At least it wasn’t raining. Besides, he wouldn’t be stuck there for long. With winter almost upon them the days were getting shorter.

      With time at last to reflect on his experience, he saw that he had visited that particular bakery once too often. The baker had clearly anticipated a visit from Kylen or someone like him. Along with the men at the rear of the building, he had apparently positioned a couple of street rats on the rooftops in case the first two weren’t quick enough.

      The baker had little to lose. All of his guards had appeared lean and poorly dressed themselves. They were probably paid nothing more than a few loaves, with a handful of coins as a bonus if they caught someone in the act.

      The strategy had worked perfectly. The baker had done more than just protect his loaves—he had sent a clear message. Word would get around. No one, Kylen included, would be targeting his bakery anytime soon.

      The outcome was partly Kylen’s own fault. Busy congratulating himself as he raced away with his half-full sack, he had forgotten the most basic rule of foraging on the streets: never celebrate until both you and the spoils are safely hidden away.

      His thoughts turned to Jonno and Bella. They wouldn’t be worrying about him yet—he was often forced to stay away for long periods. They’d be disappointed when he returned empty-handed though.

      Raff and his cronies wouldn’t care what happened to him. They did nothing to help anyone who didn’t bow and scrape to them, although it didn’t stop them insisting on a share of whatever Kylen came back with. He didn’t care about them or their hypocrisy. For the most part they left him alone, and if sharing the spoils was the price of independence, he was willing to pay it.

      If something ever did happen to him, he comforted himself that Jonno and Bella would survive without him. Both of them had the mental and physical toughness to get by on the streets. They might grovel before Raff for as long as they thought it necessary, but sooner or later they would follow Kylen’s example and strike out on their own.

      Sadly, not everyone was so well equipped. An image of Elspeth came into his mind. Two years previously he had noticed her on the streets and taken her under his protection. It was only thanks to her he knew of the building where he was sheltering. She was familiar with it because her father had been a goldsmith—a respected master craftsman in the Jewelers Guild. When both of her parents died suddenly, leaving her as their sole heir, distant relatives had swooped in. Supposedly holding the family assets in trust for her, they were interested only in enriching themselves. The guild should have looked out for her, but too many craftsmen were distracted in the rush to secure her late father’s customers.

      Unfortunate enough to be both innocent and attractive, Elspeth had discovered by accident how her relatives planned to exploit her beauty. With no one to turn to, she fled her home in dismay. Kylen found her wandering alone and downcast on the streets.

      He had done what he could, but she proved too delicate and otherworldly to survive for long in the harsh conditions of her new environment. Losing hope, and with it any enthusiasm for life, she slowly faded away. In the end, an ordinary cold had developed into a dangerous fever. In her weakened state she hadn’t long resisted.

      The tragic and bitter end to her life haunted Kylen still. He readily accepted his own situation, but someone like Elspeth didn’t belong on the streets. In his anger he briefly considered finding a way to avenge her death on those responsible for it. But he couldn’t bring himself to make the attempt. Survival was a daily battle, and others among the living needed him. Besides, his instinct had always been to avoid violence and conflict.

      Her grasping relatives weren’t unique. The city would never lack people deserving punishment. It didn’t seem fair that they lived and died without any kind of reckoning.

      Nevertheless, he had enough self-awareness to acknowledge it was easiest to see fault in others. He himself would be numbered among the evildoers. The baker would certainly see it that way.

      Kylen sighed. He didn’t like to think of himself as a thief. In his mind he was foraging.

      It wasn’t as if he had a choice. Most others his age were raised by family. Parents or other adult relatives took responsibility for providing shelter, food, and clothing for younger dependents. They were also expected to steer the young into apprenticeships or something similar.

      Those with no one to provide for them had to fend for themselves.

      It hadn’t taken Kylen long to discover that Cambrick, the capital city of the kingdom of Periton, was a forbidding place for a foundling. City officials offered no support, and few others showed the slightest pity for the disadvantaged. You toughened up and looked after yourself. Either that, or you ended up like Elspeth.

      Kylen shook his head. Where had the gloomy thoughts come from? It wasn’t as if he had been entirely bereft of friends and support in his life on the streets. Most likely it was the loss of the loaves.

      The hours dragged slowly on. Restless as he was, Kylen had decided to remain hidden until the light was gone completely, especially now his face had been seen by his pursuers. It seemed unlikely anyone would still be looking for him, but he wasn’t willing to take any chances.

      Once the sun set, it became dark remarkably quickly. Heavy cloud cover blotted out the stars, and the moon hadn’t risen yet. As he was about to leave, a glimmer of light showed in the window overlooking his little section of roof. Why would anyone be roaming around in an abandoned building? Surprised and intrigued, he climbed to his feet and tiptoed cautiously toward the window.

      Peering in, he saw the light grow in intensity as others brought candles into the room. The dimly lit figures gathered around a table. Then a candle floated toward the window. Startled, he pulled himself to one side and froze. A face appeared at the window and peered out. He held his breath anxiously, but after a few moments the face disappeared. Apparently the candlelight had not penetrated far enough to illuminate the eavesdropper outside.

      Moving carefully back to the window, he stared in once more. Six people sat around the table. One attendee was a man clad in a simple black robe. He could have been a merchant or someone wishing to hide his identity. Three of them, a woman and two men, wore brightly colored robes—one blue, one yellow, and the other green. There wasn’t sufficient light to reveal details, but Kylen was certain that each robe would feature some kind of fur around the neck. If so, these three were nobles.

      The other two—a man and a woman—wore black robes edged with a distinctive broad crimson strip. His heart skipped a beat when he realized that their garments identified them as mages. A wave of fear washed over him. Anyone living on the streets instinctively avoided people who wielded power, and mage power was the most frightening of all. It was unnatural.

      With the first moments of surprise behind him, Kylen became curious. He was well accustomed to observing without being seen. Pressing his ear as close to the glass as he dared, he tried to listen in on their conversation. Voices were occasionally raised, but even then he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Nevertheless, the longer the meeting progressed, the more apprehensive Kylen began to feel. Occasional furtive glances toward the window suggested the meeting was clandestine.

      A new wave of fear rose up within him. Even seeing these people together might be enough to put him at risk. Remaining on the rooftop would be madness. Stepping carefully away from the window, he headed across the roof toward the drainpipe at the back of the building.

      He had barely taken a step when he felt lightheaded. His head began to spin, and the night sky disappeared entirely from view. He felt as if something was pressing down on him. The sensation of being smothered increased until he was gasping for breath.

      Then suddenly, although his feet never left the tiles beneath him, it felt like he was soaring among the stars. The experience was unnerving. He couldn’t comprehend what was happening.

      The dizziness became overwhelming. Falling abruptly backward, he hit his head hard. Everything went black.

      

      When Kylen regained his senses, he opened his eyes to the terrifying awareness that he couldn’t see. Glancing desperately around he discovered to his relief he wasn’t blind. It was nighttime, and it was very dark.

      Everything came rushing back. He was still on the roof, and his head hurt. No trace of light flickered from the window. Climbing unsteadily to his feet, he heard people shouting from the streets below him.

      His presence must have been discovered. He would have made plenty of noise when he fell and hit his head. If the meeting had been secret, the attendees would have wasted no time getting out of the building. Once they were clear, one of them would have undoubtedly ‘spotted’ the intruder on the roof and raised the alarm.

      How long had he been unconscious? Had his face been visible from the window once they knew he was there? Would any of the six recognize him if they saw him again? Almost without thinking he pulled his hood forward to hide his face.

      Leaving the area had become pressing. He was still a little shaky on his feet, but he was able to make his way safely across the roof. Hurrying to the drainpipe as quickly as he dared, he looked down to find the back alley deserted. That suggested he hadn’t been unconscious for long. All too soon the building would be surrounded with people trying to find a way onto the roof.

      Shinnying down the drainpipe, he ran along the alley a short distance to another building. Having scaled this building on a previous occasion, he knew what to do. Within a couple of minutes, he was on the roof and heading away from the commotion below him.

      As he hurried away he was surprised to catch a glimpse of someone he recognized. Rowan—a street dweller a couple of years older than him—was perched on the roof of an adjoining building, in a perfect position to observe Kylen’s hasty departure.

      Had Rowan recognized him? The possibility of being identified was alarming. His hood had been in place, and although Rowan wasn’t exactly a friend, he had no reason to want Kylen harmed. In any event, he wouldn’t be aware of the clandestine meeting or who had witnessed it.

      Pushing the chance encounter firmly from his mind, Kylen focused his attention on getting away.

      Another two hours passed before he allowed himself to return to familiar territory. After escaping pursuers twice in one day, he would need to lie low for a very long time.

      The derelict building he called home lay before him at last. Relieved and sobered, he hurried toward it. Jonno and Bella at least would be pleased to see him. Raff might give him a hard time, but he didn’t care.

      A figure stood outside in the darkness. As he approached, the light of the newly risen moon dimly revealed a face. It was Raff.

      “He’s here!” Raff shouted smugly.

      Before Kylen could react, he was pounced on from both sides. Leering faces appeared before him—the faces of his rooftop pursuers from that morning. After tying his hands tightly behind his back, one of his captors tossed something in Raff’s direction. No doubt the price of his betrayal.

      His captors mocked him as they hauled him into the night.

      “The little thief thought he got away, did he? Not so clever now, are you? You’ll cop it this time!”
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      After a miserable night in a cold cell, Kylen woke to the dubious prospects of an imprisoned thief.

      His captors had hustled him to the city lockup, where he was handed over to a grim faced constable. After pushing him into an empty cell, the constable locked the door and ignored him. Water was available in the cell; no food was offered, then or later.

      Others had been imprisoned around him, and when the sun rose the prisoners were led out one at a time. Noon must have come and gone before Kylen’s turn came at last. By then his courage had long deserted him. His legs were so shaky he could barely walk.

      Escorted into a richly furnished room in an adjoining building, he was shoved forward to face the city sheriff. Flanked by armed guards, the official was adorned in a lavish black robe, capped by a broad-brimmed hat fringed with purple ruffles. He was seated in an ornate wooden chair at one end of the room. The wall behind him featured a broad panel decorated with carved images of a crown, a royal standard, and a huge set of scales.

      Stern of face, the sheriff frowned down at the newest miscreant. Kylen had never imagined someone so intimidating.

      “Who is this, and why is he here?” growled the sheriff.

      An aide was shuffling pieces of paper, a harried expression on his face. “Err, he was...Err...He was caught stealing from a baker, m’lord.” He triumphantly flourished the document containing the information.

      The sheriff addressed himself to the prisoner. “What is your name, boy?”

      “K...Kylen,” he stammered in response.

      “Where is the complainant?” the judge demanded.

      After a hasty look around, the aide hurried to a side door and bustled in the baker, a rotund man with a red face. “The victim is a worthy citizen by the name of Jonas Spelling, Your Worship,” he announced.

      The baker bowed low in the direction of the sheriff.

      “What was stolen?”

      “Bread, Your Worship. A sack full. Freshly baked loaves!” sputtered the baker. “And not for the first time, either!”

      The judge pointed to the accused. “How do you know it was him?”

      The baker appeared bemused by the question. “He’s the one my guards caught.”

      The sheriff glowered at him. “I meant how do you know he’s stolen from you before?”

      “My guards asked around. It turns out he has quite a reputation!” the baker assured him. He nodded repeatedly as he said it, as if he thought the gesture somehow added weight to his assertion.

      The officer raised his eyes heavenward. Turning his attention to Kylen, he asked, “Why did you steal his bread?”

      “I...I was hungry, m’lord.” Overawed and completely unnerved, it never occurred to Kylen to lie.

      The sheriff frowned at him.

      “Surely your parents feed you?”

      “I don’t have parents.”

      “Well your relatives, then.”

      Kylen shook his head helplessly. “I don’t have relatives.”

      The officer frowned again. “Why steal a whole sack full of loaves?”

      “The others are hungry too. The bread would have fed us for a week.”

      “What others?”

      “My friends.” He shrugged helplessly. “Others like me.”

      The sheriff scowled. “Being hungry doesn’t give you the right to steal. You buy what you can afford. With money. We’d have anarchy if everyone simply took whatever they wanted.”

      Kylen wasn’t entirely sure what anarchy was, but he understood money well enough. Thus far in his life he’d seen precious little of it.

      It was becoming apparent to Kylen that the sheriff was totally ignorant of the daily realities of his life. It was hardly surprising. Kylen couldn’t begin to imagine the sheriff’s world either.

      The officer seemed to have lost interest in him.

      “Have we seen him before?” he asked the aide, jerking his head in the direction of Kylen.

      “Err...I...I believe so, m’lord,” the aide replied.

      “More than once?”

      The aide appeared flustered.

      “Well?” demanded the sheriff.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, the aide bobbed his head repeatedly. “Yes, yes, we have!”

      “It isn’t true!” sputtered Kylen.

      The sheriff ignored him. “Clearly this is not an isolated incident. In view of your repeated misdemeanors it is incumbent upon me to send a message—to you and to others like you. Stealing is never the way to solve your problems. You need to find honest ways to feed yourself. I hope your punishment will remind you and your friends of that.” He turned to a stony-faced guard waiting off to one side. “Carry out the usual penalty, then release him. See that it’s done at once.” He turned brusquely away. “Next case!” he bellowed.

      

      Grabbing his arm roughly, a constable dragged the condemned thief from the room. The baker left ahead of them, a gloating look on his face.

      Kylen had begun trembling with fear. He knew exactly what to expect from the sheriff’s verdict. He’d seen others on the streets with only one hand. It left them useless for any practical task. The toughest among them found a way to survive, but for some the punishment amounted to a death sentence.

      As he was led into position, he dimly noticed a crowd had gathered. A few onlookers heckled, but most remained silent. The constable stretched out his left hand, and he spread his fingers wide involuntarily. A brute of a man approached, grasping a medium-sized ax.

      Squeezing his eyes closed, Kylen sucked in a deep breath. He grimaced as a strange sensation washed over him.

      The crowd went quiet. Then the ominous silence was broken by a loud thud, accompanied by sudden pain.

      Too frightened to look, he kept his eyes clamped shut tight.

      The constable beside him broke the silence. “You bungled it!” he said in disgust. “You’ll have to do it again!”

      Daring to open his eyes, he almost swooned when he saw his little finger detached from his left hand.

      As the ax man began to raise his weapon a second time, a voice called commandingly, “You get one attempt, and one attempt only. That’s the law!”

      Kylen stared wide-eyed into the crowd. He couldn’t spot the speaker.

      The constable opened his mouth to argue, but a woman with a cultured voice got in first. “He’s right! Let the boy go.” He heard her adding in a lower voice, “The very idea of it is barbaric!”

      He saw that the speaker was a noblewoman, surrounded by a sizable group of servants. She was glaring at the constable. From the look in her eye, she was on the brink of commanding her servants to intervene.

      The first voice spoke again, more authoritatively. “Release him, and do it now!” Kylen finally identified the speaker—a tall man in a gray robe, his face hidden in a large hood.

      The noblewoman was growing impatient. “Do I need to call for Lord Mardell?” she demanded. Her tone left no doubt that she knew Lord Mardell personally. Kylen had no idea who the nobleman was, but the constable did—he’d gone pale.

      Other voices joined in.

      “Let ’im go!”

      “You ’ad y’r chance!”

      Abruptly recognizing that this battle was lost, the constable yielded. Grasping a cloth soaked in some kind of liquid, he thrust it at Kylen. Then he pointed away with a scowl. “Go before I change my mind.” Bending closer, he added in a harsh whisper, “Next time we’ll take a lot more than your hand!”

      Kylen wasted no time pushing forward into the crowd, positioning the cloth gingerly over the stump of his finger as he went. He felt so lightheaded he could barely stay on his feet.

      The hooded stranger who first spoke out on his behalf appeared beside him. “You’d better come with me,” he murmured.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Kylen swung in behind the man. As he did so, he caught a glimpse of several figures in black robes, their garments fringed with a distinctive broad crimson strip.

      Mages had arrived! One of them called out loudly, pointing in his direction.

      “Quickly!” urged his rescuer.

      Not waiting for a response, the stranger pressed deeper into the crowd. Kylen set off after him, his heart pounding and his hand throbbing painfully. His panic grew as the clamor of pursuit swelled behind him.

      The secret meeting he’d disturbed had slipped entirely from his mind, pushed aside by his captivity and subsequent trial. Now it all came rushing back. One of the mages must have recognized him as he lay exposed and vulnerable on the roof after fainting. He didn’t want to think about what might happen if they caught him. Fear propelled him forward, his injury forgotten. Nothing mattered except to escape.

      Weaving their way frantically through the crowd, the two fugitives ducked between alleys and busy streets, until the noise of pursuit slowly died away. By that time Kylen was flagging badly. He vaguely recognized that they had reached a seamy quarter of the city. It didn’t bother him—he felt at home in this environment. Apparently his rescuer did too.

      Coming to a halt before a nondescript dwelling, the tall guide pushed through the door. Once inside, he stepped behind a rough wooden cupboard and moved aside a hidden panel. Stepping through it, he paused long enough to wave Kylen in after him. After a moment’s hesitation, the weary youth followed him in.

      He didn’t follow heedlessly, even in his reduced state. But something told him that the stranger did not intend to harm him. He knew how to recognize the signs.

      In his experience, most people were like Raff—they acted solely from self-interest. There had been exceptions over the course of his short life, but precious few in number. The exceptions had become the only people he counted as friends.

      They slowly ascended a narrow staircase, emerging into a large upper room. Shutters covered a window, and the stranger pulled them open to admit rays of afternoon sunlight. The window offered a view across the rooftops of the city and up to the large stone castle perched above it. The view might have been striking, but Kylen couldn’t take it in. His hand was throbbing, and the tension of all that lay behind had left him weary beyond words.

      “Please, sit,” ordered the stranger gently, pointing to a low bed.

      Kylen obeyed.

      “My name is Dalthinir,” the man announced, watching him closely. When Kylen gave no reaction, a fleeting look crossed his face. Was it relief? “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m Kylen.”

      “May I see your hand, Kylen?”

      Kylen slowly removed the cloth, wincing at the sight that greeted him. Then, after hesitating for a long moment, he held out his hand for inspection.

      After examining it gravely, Dalthinir disappeared into a corner of the room. Loud mumbles sounded as he rummaged about energetically. “Why do those herbs keep disappearing whenever I need them? Where might they be?”

      Eventually he seemed to find whatever he was looking for. Seating himself at a small wooden table, he worked away quietly for a few minutes before turning to Kylen once more.

      “Apply this to the wound,” he said, handing over a small quantity of paste on a square tile. “It will keep it clean and encourage healing.” He held out an unsoiled rag. “Wrap this tightly around your hand when you’re finished.”

      “Thank you,” Kylen managed. He was blinking with weariness by the time he was done.

      “How long since you’ve eaten?” asked Dalthinir.

      Kylen responded with a shrug.

      His rescuer retrieved bread, some cheese, and a skin of water. “Once you’ve had this you’d better lie down for a while.” He waved a hand at the bed Kylen was sitting on.

      Kylen drank deeply from the water, then he took the food and chewed it absentmindedly. He peered at his benefactor. “I’m a thief. Aren’t you afraid I’ll steal from you?”

      A wry grin came to Dalthinir’s face. It was the first hint Kylen had seen of a smile. The older man waved a hand around the room. “I have very little worth stealing.”

      “Why are you helping me?” Kylen persisted.

      The man shrugged. “Someone helped me once,” he said simply. “I wouldn’t be here today otherwise. I had no opportunity to repay him. This is a way I can express my appreciation.”

      His face became thoughtful. “Beyond that, I try to remind myself that life is short. Too short to miss an opportunity for unselfish conduct.”

      Making sense of such statements was beyond Kylen at that moment. By the time he had swallowed the last mouthful, he could barely keep his eyes open. Even the throbbing in his hand couldn’t keep him awake. Stretching out on the bed, he drifted off the moment he closed his eyes.

      

      The room was dark when he awoke. The shutters had been left open, and moonlight shone dimly about him. There was no sign of Dalthinir.

      Ignoring the pain in his hand, he moved to the window and gazed out across the city. Tiny lights twinkled here and there, especially from the castle, but very little sound reached his ears. He couldn’t be certain of the time, although he must have slept well into the night.

      His mind returned to his rescuer. Who was Dalthinir? How did he earn a living? Why had he been present at Kylen’s punishment? Was it only by accident?

      He sighed. Many questions and no answers.

      With his rescuer gone, it seemed like an ideal opportunity to explore his room. Every corner and every available surface was filled with books, papers, and all manner of strange things. It was no surprise that Dalthinir had struggled to find the herbs.

      The man had spoken the truth—Kylen saw nothing worth stealing. He did wonder what was written on the books and papers, and for the first time he wished he knew how to read.

      A few minutes later his host returned. He appeared restless and distracted.

      “We need to go,” he said as he hastily lit a candle. “We’ll leave the moment I’ve packed a few things.”

      With that he grabbed a sack and hurriedly began throwing items into it.

      “What’s happened?” asked Kylen nervously.

      Dalthinir’s reply set his heart pounding. “Mages are looking for us. They have ways of searching. They’re already close. They’ll be here in a few minutes at most.”

      Despair washed over Kylen. He had no idea what powers a mage might call upon to aid their search, but they could do just about anything—everyone knew that. How could he possibly hide from them? He broke out into a cold sweat.

      Strangely, Dalthinir didn’t seem intent on casting him aside. Nevertheless, vulnerable and hopeless as Kylen felt, he couldn’t allow himself to be the cause of trouble coming upon his rescuer.

      “I’ll go,” he said, his heart as heavy as a millstone. “You’ve already done enough for me.”

      He got up and headed for the stairs.

      Dalthinir got there first, the sack over his shoulder. “That’s very brave of you, Kylen. But I’m not going to abandon you to your fate. We’ll go together.” Clapping the youth cheerfully on the shoulder, he set off down the stairs.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Kylen followed him.

      They emerged onto the street in almost total darkness. Dalthinir led the way.

      Nothing unusual was evident as they hurried along the street. “Around there. Quickly!” His guide pointed to an alleyway just ahead of them.

      They were entering it when a group of people appeared from a different direction bearing blazing torches.

      “Grab him!” shouted a voice imperiously.

      Before Kylen could react, a dark figure leaped toward him. To his complete astonishment, the lunging figure pushed past him, snatching at his rescuer instead. Spinning away out of range, Dalthinir grabbed Kylen’s arm and pulled him into the alley.

      All they could do was run. Sprinting back and forth through dark streets and darker alleys, they didn’t stop until a huge double gate loomed before them. A glimmer had appeared in the sky, a sign of the approaching dawn. In response, guards emerged and swung wide the gates. Resisting the urge to dash forward heedlessly, the two fugitives ambled through the gates to freedom.

      They didn’t pause until the city lay far behind them. Then Dalthinir rummaged in his sack until he located bread and waterskins. Sharing them with his younger companion, he sat down on a fallen log to break his fast.

      “What just happened?” asked Kylen. “I don’t understand.”

      “You were under the impression they were chasing you,” observed Dalthinir calmly. “Surely that’s not just because you’re a thief who escaped the full intended punishment.” He raised an eyebrow knowingly. “There’s a reason why you believe a group of mages is anxious to capture you. I’m curious to know what that reason is.”

      Kylen stared back at him uncertainly. Then he shrugged. What was the point in holding back? The older man had so far given him no reason to mistrust him.

      Speaking slowly, he outlined everything that had happened on the roof. It felt like an incredible relief to get it out.

      Dalthinir listened intently. “So you saw six people. Two mages—a man and a woman—as well as a noblewoman with a blue robe, a nobleman with a yellow robe and another nobleman with a green robe, plus another man with a simple black robe?”

      Kylen nodded.

      “That’s interesting. Very interesting indeed!” Dalthinir was gazing at him thoughtfully. “And while you were still on the roof you suddenly became dizzy and collapsed. It felt like you were being held down, while at the same time floating above the ground?”

      Once more Kylen nodded.

      “Your magic has only just been awakened, then,” Dalthinir mused. “And you don’t know what any of it means.” He nodded firmly. “It’s time you knew the truth. First of all, those mages weren’t chasing you—they were chasing me.”

      Kylen stared at him wide-eyed.

      “You apparently haven’t heard of me. I’m not sure whether to be pleased or disappointed.” He smiled wryly. “I’m a mage, Kylen. A mage who isn’t a member of the Compact—the council of mages. That makes me a renegade.”

      Before Kylen could recover from his shock, the older man added, “And that’s not all. Thankfully, they don’t seem to have realized what’s happened yet, although I suppose it’s only a matter of time. But thanks to your adventure on the roof, you’re a mage as well. And just as much a renegade as I am.”
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        Two weeks earlier

      

      

      

      The day was drawing to a close when Master Petria stepped through an ornate archway and briskly descended a short flight of stairs. The imposing building she was exiting housed an extensive library for the exclusive use of mages. The library included books and documents covering a wide range of topics, most especially magic in all its forms. A wealth of useful material awaited anyone persistent or fortunate enough to locate it.

      The collection was maintained by the council of mages, commonly known as the Compact. As a member of the Compact, Petria was entitled to unrestricted access to the library during daylight hours. She also enjoyed many other privileges, including the right to be addressed by the honorific ‘Master’.

      As she crossed the road, a formally dressed man in his middle years intercepted her. His light cloak marked him as a representative of the Notaries Guild, a body that handled legal matters on behalf of individuals as well as institutions of every kind.

      “Are you Master Petria?” he asked.

      She nodded curtly.

      He bowed stiffly, handing her a small piece of parchment. “Please accept this invitation to a meeting tomorrow evening at sundown. The meeting will be hosted in a private room in the headquarters of the Notaries Guild. The gathering is being convened in accordance with instructions contained in an addendum to the will of the late Master Banadin.”

      Her eyebrows went up at once.

      He ignored her surprise. “Please treat the meeting as highly confidential. Master Banadin’s instructions were very explicit on that point.”

      “Of course,” she replied crisply.

      With that he departed.

      She was left bemused and extremely curious. Master Banadin had been one of the most powerful and influential mages in Periton. She had come to know him well.

      Her mind drifted, recalling the time when first she had met him. In the months prior to his violent and unexpected death ten years previously, he had invited her to join him at a secluded location. At first suspicious of his intentions, she quickly realized he was interested only in becoming a guide and mentor. Inexperienced as she was, he seemed to appreciate someone unspoiled by the intrigues and infighting that came with life as a mage.

      “I wish to lay before you an unusual proposition,” he had said. “I hope you will find it intriguing. But let me begin with a demonstration.”

      Showing her a small, golden talisman shaped like a clenched fist, he asked, “Could you please invoke a fireball? Send it wherever you like. Note its dimensions and intensity, but keep the information to yourself.”

      After a moment’s hesitation she agreed and did as he requested. To her astonishment, her fireball failed to appear.

      “I will now send your fireball into that body of water,” he told her.

      Holding aloft the talisman, he sent a fireball into the lake.

      “Can you confirm that the fireball matched the characteristics of the one you invoked?” he asked.

      “It did,” she confirmed in astonishment.

      “This talisman is able to capture and store magical power for later use. I made it myself, and it responds only to me,” he told her. “I trust that I have captured your interest.”

      She nodded, her eyes wide.

      “Are you willing to swear that you will keep our conversation private?” he asked.

      When she agreed, he made her take an oath. “I swear that I will speak of this conversation to no one. If I break my word, may my magic follow crooked paths and rebound on me.”

      Once the oath lay behind them, he dipped his head in satisfaction.

      “A vast treasure of knowledge was lost in the destruction of Methesia,” he began. “Yet the full power wielded by mages in its best years can be recovered! Why should mages be limited to one or two magical abilities?”

      He shook his head sadly. “The Compact has long banned a range of magical pursuits out of fear of another Great Desolation. I have come to see this approach as unnecessary and unhelpful. However, any suggestion of change is fiercely opposed. The inevitable conclusion is that only a massive upheaval in the social order will bring about the kind of environment needed to promote a restoration of the lost skills and abilities.”

      He had been studying her reaction closely. “Are you willing to explore these matters further?”

      She swallowed. Then she nodded.

      “You may be wondering how I came to these conclusions. And how I created the talisman. The inspiration for all of it came only after an ancient being of immense intelligence and power contacted me, offering both insights and practical knowledge. This being, whom I shall refer to as my magical patron, used unusual means to make contact. I can say no more at this time, beyond assuring you that my patron has pledged to furnish whatever magical assistance might be needed to achieve these goals.”

      He eyed her keenly. “You are young, and new opportunities do not seem to frighten you. Your ability with fire is impressive, but perhaps you would welcome additional abilities. And perhaps you could expand your responsibilities in other ways. Would you be willing to participate in an effort to bring about the changes I have described? I can see you taking a leading role in a new order—if you are interested.”

      Petria’s eyes had almost popped out of her head. From her earliest years, opportunities to improve her lot had been denied her. Her upbringing had been harsh and restrictive, with no one to protect her from the relentless bullying and belittling of her siblings and other children in her circle. She had been treated as troublesome and worthless.

      Becoming a mage had been a heady experience. But her ability with fire had quickly paled beside the greater power and broader range of abilities wielded by others. Her deep-rooted desire for recognition had yet to be satisfied.

      Now she had been singled out by a mature and experienced mage and invited to play a key role in an endeavor of immense consequence. Petria fully understood she was wading into forbidden waters, but she hadn’t hesitated. “I am keenly interested.”

      “I will be in touch in the future,” Banadin promised her. “Do not forget your oath!”

      In the months that followed, he had been as good as his word. While he never revealed names, she was given to understand that other key individuals had also committed themselves to work beside him.

      Busy as he was, he took time to share his experience and knowledge with her. He pushed her too hard—even to the point of cruelty on occasion—but she was used to it, and he was at least unstinting in his praise as she developed in her skills and ability.

      Hints about his activities had surfaced when Master Dalthinir approached the Compact leadership, claiming he had witnessed Banadin dabbling with forbidden magic. Banadin escaped sanctions only because Dalthinir was not able to offer proof of any kind. It also emerged that Dalthinir had been monitoring meetings between Banadin and his supporters.

      Banadin made no secret of his bitter hatred of his accuser. From that moment, Petria worked tirelessly to undermine Dalthinir at every opportunity, as did a number of others. The likely identities of her fellow secret conspirators became apparent as she took note of the mages who rallied to Banadin’s support.

      Petria had been shocked when Banadin’s body was discovered soon after. He had suffered a violent and messy death.

      Masters Clarree, Roza, and Garmer, all of them senior and influential mages, immediately accused Dalthinir of murder. Petria, along with Master Lars, another junior mage, joined them in a demand for charges to be laid. Pressuring the chief master relentlessly, the mages successfully badgered him into acceding to their demands. The chief master at the time was old and well past his prime, and Banadin’s supporters had celebrated when he yielded to the pressure. He died before the inquiry took place, and it was presided over by the newly appointed Chief Master Adrastas.

      Dalthinir was not found guilty—hardly surprising given his solid alibi and the absence of evidence against him. Nevertheless, during the trial Banadin’s allies asserted that Dalthinir had tarnished the good name of Banadin without proof. They also howled that he had been snooping on them, and in doing so had engaged in conduct unbecoming a member of the Compact. They called for Dalthinir to be sanctioned, their demands loud and strident.

      In an attempt to appease the vocal minority, a number of limitations were imposed on Dalthinir’s freedom and the exercise of his abilities. He responded by protesting that Master Clarree and others had tarnished his good name in accusing him of murder without evidence. To the satisfaction of Banadin’s supporters, Adrastas disregarded his objections.

      Masters Clarree and Garmer in particular had pursued Dalthinir with unusual energy and vindictiveness, and they showed no signs of relenting. Apparently recognizing there was little future for him in the Compact, Dalthinir severed all connection with it and fled Cambrick. In doing so he declared himself renegade.

      The inquiry had polarized the mage community, and the Compact leadership had demonstrated its weakness and ineptitude. Nevertheless, with their leader gone, there was little Banadin’s supporters could do to take advantage of the situation.

      With this history churning through her mind, Petria arrived at the headquarters of the Notaries Guild at the nominated time. She was ushered into a small room where she found a number of others already assembled. Prince Evran, the brother of the king, was among them. The only other mage was her contemporary, Master Lars.

      After a few minutes, the member of the Notaries Guild who had delivered her invitation approached Prince Evran and handed him a sealed document. “Please open this and read it when I have left. The building has been emptied to ensure your privacy. Feel free to take whatever time you need to conclude your business.”

      Having fulfilled his duty, he left the room, securing the heavy wooden door behind him.

      Prince Evran examined the seal carefully before breaking it. “This document is from Master Banadin,” he announced. Then, pushing back his chair, he stood up and read the letter.
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        You have been assembled according to my directions by my legal representative. He has been instructed to ensure your privacy. He has no knowledge of the purpose of this meeting, nor of the contents of the documents you will receive from him.

        He will have handed the prince the sealed document that is now being read to you.

        The fact that you are receiving this letter demonstrates that I have failed the test of time. It therefore falls to others to complete what I have begun. I must emphasize that there is no reason why my absence should negatively affect the outcome of the endeavor that lies before you.

        I have engaged individually with every person in the room, giving and receiving oaths from each of you. However, until now you have never met as a group. In view of my demise, any of you who wishes to withdraw from the commitments you made may do so now, without hindrance or penalty. If you remain in the room, you will be bound forever by unbreakable oaths. Only death can free you.

        The reading of this document must be paused at this point to allow each attendee to make their binding decision...

      

      

      

      Every person in the room began glancing around, assessing the other attendees.

      Of the mages who directed their fury upon Dalthinir after the death of Banadin, Masters Garmer, Roza, and Clarree had been the most powerful and experienced. Petria had concluded at the time that each of them must have been recruited by Banadin.

      All three were absent from the room. While none of them had been young, Banadin must have expected them to enjoy typical lifespans. Nevertheless, each of them had died of natural causes in the decade since his passing.

      In any event, she could not fail to notice that, apart from herself and Lars, every person in the room was a prominent and distinguished figure in the life of the kingdom.

      Mages must surely have featured strongly in Banadin’s designs. Her stomach began to twist as she considered the possibility that the others might get up and leave now they could see who their hopes rested on.

      Nobody moved.

      Realizing she had been holding her breath, Petria exhaled quietly through her teeth. She was committed now. And so was every other person in the room.
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      Holding up Banadin’s document, Prince Evran continued to read.
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        I have important instructions to those of you who remain. I have included with this document a packet that is of value only to the mages in the group. It should now be handed to Master Roza for her to deal with at a later time. If she is not present, her place should be taken by one of Masters Clarree, Garmer, Petria, and Lars, in that order.

      

      

      

      So she had guessed correctly about Banadin recruiting the three mages.

      The prince handed the packet to Petria before continuing.
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        The timing of this meeting has been carefully chosen. A unique opportunity is about to present itself, due to the rare total solar eclipse that will occur in the near future. If each of you does what you need to do, this occurrence will set in motion a series of events that will decisively lead to a new order, with control in the hands of the people in this room. The mages, led by Master Roza or her replacement, will find their powers vastly increased by what is about to occur. They will be chiefly responsible for bringing about the changes.

        Assuming all of the following have remained in the room, Prince Evran is to become king, and Lady Mardell will become the kingdom’s most senior official with Lords Marklo and Rostem her deputies. None of this should come as a surprise to any of the people named.

        The Compact will undergo many important changes. I expect one of the mages present to be appointed chief master. Each of the mages present in this room will enjoy new prominence and prestige due to their greatly enhanced power and abilities. They will have the opportunity to lift all restrictions on magic, allowing mages to rediscover the lost powers of their forebears.

        Beware the mage Dalthinir! He will oppose you with all his might! Dispose of him swiftly.
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