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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Deep Thoughts and Desperate Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      Timurpajan, that bustling oceanside metropolis and home to thousands, was gloomy and overcast. The city’s mood matched mine to a T, as if deciding that cheering me up was a hopeless cause and joined me for a good sulk instead.

      The show of solidarity was appreciated.

      My name is Spider, by the way, and this is my story.

      Oh yeah. Nailed that opening. Ugh!

      I mean, obviously this is my story since I’m the one telling it… Okay, maybe the “Spider” part wasn’t so obvious, unless I call this “Spider’s Quest” or something.

      Hmm, Spider’s Quest?

      Nah!

      Okay, okay, moving on.

      I wandered the streets of Timurpajan, going where my feet took me, allowing five years of memories to breeze in one side of my mind and out the other. Five years! The longest we’d stayed in one place, only settling here once life on the road had become too much for Dad.

      Dad.

      He’d aged so fast. And now he was gone, leaving me alone in the world.

      A sigh escaped me, coming from the depths of my soul.

      Thinking in bad prose must be one of the stages of grief, but it refused to be shaken off, clinging like some nastiness stuck to the bottom of a shoe.

      Look, usually I’m a much more happy-go-lucky kind of guy, but burying Dad had been the most crushing event of my life. That man had always been my anchor in life, my rudder, my compass.

      Okay, stopping at the docks to think may have been a mistake.

      This part of the city spoke of adventure and change though, and that’s what was needed. Change. I itched to leave the city’s claustrophobic walls and get back on the road, to travel, wander, explore. That was my true home, where I’d grown up.

      Grown up?

      A snort of cynical laughter escaped me.

      For seven years now, I’d been an “adult,” at least by human standards. I still didn’t feel like one.

      Well, at least I’d managed a laugh, cynical or not, and that was one step closer to the true me.

      “Snap out of it, Spider,” I said since no one was there to judge me for talking to myself. “Maudlin and gloomy is not the way Dad raised you.”

      A murmur of voices off to my left.

      Four sailors loitered at the base of a ship’s ramp, nudging each other and staring in my direction.

      “Funny how talking to yourself doesn’t seem crazy until you have an audience,” I said to them.

      One sailor nodded at this sage observation while the rest stood there looking dangerous. I moved on, leaving the smell of salt air, the creak of mooring lines, and the threat of untold violence.

      Dad would have handled that situation some other way. Judging from past experiences, he would have charmed the sailors, challenged them to a game of dice, and left with all of their money.

      Now that brought a smile to my face.

      Didn’t we have some adventures, Spider?

      Dad’s voice and words. He’d been lurking in my head the past couple of days, offering random bits of wisdom. If talking to myself was a tad crazy, then listening to my dead father speak inside my head was drooling-in-the-darkness bonkers. Still, I wasn’t ready to let him go just yet.

      Now, if this were a story⁠—

      All of life is a story, Spider, but I’m still only memories.

      I sighed.

      Weren’t we thinking about the old days?

      Yes. Right.

      Dad had been my life’s only constant, back to my first conscious thoughts. It had been just him and me most of that time, always on the move, living the lives of traders with some honest thievery thrown in.

      By the age of ten, he’d taught me how to drive a wagon and how to read people, how to pick some of the most difficult locks and more guarded pockets. Together we’d seen most of this continent, from the Opal Sea in the west to the ogre communities south of there; from the Razor Mountains rimming the land in the north to the edge of that more segregated kingdom in the east.

      It was a wild and beautiful world, full of adventure and excitement.

      But, where to next? It was fine talking about change and getting back on the road, but that took money. My only valuable was the set of lockpicks inside my tunic. The thieving tools Dad had carried most of his life. Now they were bequeathed to me and had more value than a purse of gold. How best to put them to use?

      Good question. Any thoughts, Dad?

      No answer.

      Guess even my subconscious had no ideas.

      Wonderful.

      A meandering path led me past the thieves’ dens and their secretive shadows, around the mysterious Tower of Wizardry which loomed over the city, and through the bustling, noisy market where traders hawked their wares.

      A booth at one end of the market proclaimed:

      See the world! Make your fortune!!

      Join the Adventurer’s Guild and explore the unexplored!!!

      Keep 10% of all treasure found!!!!

      They sure did like exclamation points.

      These booths were set up in every marketplace through the kingdom, recruiting desperate young people to risk their lives for gold and glory. The fine print, which desperate young people willing to risk their lives for gold and glory didn’t bother reading, stated the Adventurer’s Guild kept anything unique or rare, and all items with magical properties.

      Quite the racket. Still, ten percent wasn’t zero, and the guild did outfit its people.

      Further up was where our shop had been. Gone now, sold, along with all its inventory, and anything else Dad owned. A shop selling aphrodisiacs with names like The Basilisk’s Horn now occupied the spot.

      Just outside the market’s other end was the Inn of the Sainted Ogre, our home for the last five years. The inn’s name was a joke between the owners, Garveston Winterfield, Gar to his friends, and his wife, Lees Bonebreaker. Lees was a half-ogre who could crush stone in one hand while making her delicious spiced potatoes with the other—not that she stood around doing this. That would have been odd behaviour, even for a half-ogre who didn’t care what others thought.

      Gar and Lees were Dad’s best and oldest friends, more like family, and were the main reason he’d chosen Timurpajan to settle down in when the time came.

      To the right of the bright-blue wooden door was a sign showing a gruesome ogre in beatific contemplation, a ring of glowing holiness around his head. That sign had always amused me whenever we’d passed through Timurpajan. I’ve seen many ogres on our trading excursions but never met a sainted one.

      Today, that sign did its job of lessening the heavy burden on my soul.

      Heavy burden on my soul? Ouch! Was I some teen hiding in my room, composing poetry even a tavern bard wouldn’t sing?

      Enough already.

      The heavy door swung open with ease, smells of beer, bodies and spiced potatoes fighting for my nose’s attention. The inn’s ground floor was a wide-open tavern with sturdy tables, surrounded by equally sturdy chairs, the kind which could take the weight of a man in armour, or a half-ogre woman. A table next to the door waited for patrons to leave their weapons.

      This was a place for friends to share a drink or a meal, to laugh and sing. Grudges remained outside or were met with the wrath of Lees Bonebreaker.

      Too late in the day for lunch but not yet dinner, and still the place was half-filled, mostly with patrons who had no better place to go, like me. Tonight, it would come to life again, but the Sainted Ogre didn’t close for more than a few hours per night, catering to a diverse clientele depending on the time of day.

      “There’s the lad,” Gar called from his spot behind the counter.

      He gestured to his personal booth, and I made my way across the room, greeting familiar faces along the way. Gar jumped down from his serving crate and came around with two mugs. Like the potatoes, Lees made the beer herself, and it drew people from all around.

      Sliding into the seat, I hesitated, then pushed the hood back to reveal my elfin ears, noting Gar’s one raised eyebrow of reaction. Dad had always insisted on keeping my hood up and ears hidden while in public. It was easier than explaining why a human male travelled with an elf child.

      That wouldn’t matter anymore, hadn’t actually mattered in years, but was an ingrained habit. In truth, my hood down made me uncomfortable, but there was no way to pull it back up without appearing foolish.

      Gar jumped onto a step, then to the seat, and finally onto a raised section there just for him. Average for his race at a few inches under four feet, the halfling lived in an oversized world, compensating where he could around the inn.

      As a child, I’d delighted in the fact that we were close in height, something which Gar enjoyed just as much. Everyone loved the halfling and Gar loved everyone back, finding the joy in whatever others did. His ability to cut to the heart of any topic and see past the people’s masks was impressive.

      Today his face was tinged with the same sadness it had worn at Dad’s funeral. “How are you, Spider?”

      I shook my head. “No more tears for me, Gar. I’m fine.”

      He raised an eyebrow, the weight of that stare boring into my soul.

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “As fine as can be expected. Trying to adopt Dad’s realistic view towards life.”

      “Oh, you mean: It’s a wild ride, except for the sudden stop at the end,” Gar quoted.

      The familiar words made me laugh, a real one this time, untinged by cynicism. Gar joined in, though maybe more in relief at seeing the old me than anything else. Then again, Gar could probably use a laugh too. We’d both lost someone vital in our lives.

      Gar grabbed the beer mug, as large as his head, and raised it in salute. “To Warrick.”

      I grabbed the other and clinked it against his. “To Dad.”

      We took a deep, delicious drink.

      One of Gar’s servers, a human girl I’d spoken to several times, brought a plate of potatoes and deposited them in front of me. Gar had somehow signalled for food without giving any sign, and I was grateful for it.

      The girl’s eyes lingered. It was the ears, ladies always loved the elf ears.

      “Thank you, Thari,” Gar said, rather pointedly.

      She returned to her spot behind the bar, covering for Gar. My eyes followed her path as she went, though the aroma of garlic, rosemary and a few secret ingredients soon pulled my attention back. I breathed that perfume in deep.

      The recipe was known only by Lees, Gar, and myself.

      Years ago, when I was young, curious and stupid… Hmm, okay, so I’m not all that old, if anything I am more curious, and as far as stupid goes…well, that’s better judged by others, or from a distance of years. Anyway, one day while Lees made her potatoes, I spied on her, or tried to. She caught me and, instead of throwing me out a window, put me to work making them, trusting me with the recipe. Over the years she’d let me work in the kitchen with her whenever we were in Timurpajan, helping make the food and beer. That gruff, dangerous woman had a tender side and became a surrogate mother figure to me.

      Had I said I was alone in the world? No, not as long as Gar and Lees were around.

      “So, all done then?” Gar waved one hand vaguely which still conveyed his meaning.

      “Yep. Shop sold and debts paid. Dropped off what was left at the orphanage earlier today.”

      “No temptation to keep some of it?”

      “No, not with this.”

      A person pays their debts and doesn’t steal from those needing the money.

      One of Dad’s first and favourite lessons.

      I traced the ruts of ancient knife gouges in the table top.

      “Why in the world did Dad keep travelling, Gar? He did better here in the last five years while sick than he had all those years on the road.”

      When Gar didn’t respond, I glanced up. He’d been staring at me but looked elsewhere quick.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Gar let out a pent-up breath. “Your father was a man obsessed with money, never could have enough of it and spent every waking moment scheming on how to get more.”

      I shook my head. “No. That doesn’t sound like him at all.”

      “It wouldn’t to you, but that was Warrick until the day he came through that door carrying a silent, squirming bundle.”

      “Me?”

      “Oh, that man knew nothing about babies,” Gar chuckled. “Not then anyway. Lees showed him how to feed you, change you, and we tried convincing him to stay so we could help, but he had to hit the road again. At first, we assumed it was his obsession with money, but that wasn’t it. His focus had changed. He wanted to show you the world, make sure you didn’t miss any experience.”

      That sounded more like my dad.

      “You’re fortunate he adopted you, Spider.”

      “Whoa! Hold on a minute,” I said, one hand toward Gar, palm out. “I’m adopted?”

      We both smiled. Then I giggled. Gar joined in, and soon we’d dissolved into uncontrolled laughter. It was a well-worn joke, but those are sometimes best.

      My purebred elf heritage isn’t evident from the name, or from my appearance, as long as I keep the hood up. Elves are reserved and lack that outward spark, that love of life.

      As the story goes, Dad found me along the road leading to Derabi when I was a baby, lying in the shade of the giant elms which line either side of that road. He’d named me after the only other living creature in sight, a black spider crawling across my blanket.

      “Warrick always said you were the one treasure he’d gotten for free,” Gar continued, repeating words heard countless times but which had extra weight today. “Everything else he had to buy, trade, or steal. No one needed a baby less than that man, but he kept you anyway, raised you as his own.”

      “Taught me everything he knew.”

      By day it was trading, and how to deal with customers, and at night it was the art of thievery, emphasizing who to steal from and why: Only those that could afford it and never from friends.

      Best of all, he taught me to enjoy life.

      “I haven’t met many other elves,” I said. “Mostly adventurers who left the forests. They were all so sombre and reserved. Boring.”

      Another reason to keep my hood up. If people knew I was an elf, they would treat me like one.

      “Elves don’t laugh,” Gar said. An old quote.

      “This one does.”

      In all our years of travelling, we’d stayed clear of the elf communities in the eastern forests. Not difficult since they’d distanced themselves from other races, not encouraging visitors into their lands.

      We sipped our beers in silence, me dreading what came next. Gar would resist it the whole way. But Dad had insisted.

      I reached into my tunic and pulled out a money pouch, dropping it in front of Gar with a clink.

      “What’s this?” Gar asked.

      “From Dad.”

      Gar shook his head, taking a drink from his mug. “We don’t need charity, Spider.”

      “Not charity, Gar,” I said. “Payment on the room you gave us these past five years.”

      Gar raised one eyebrow. “No tab was kept. That was me and Lees giving hospitality to family.”

      The sack remained on the table, and I had no idea what to do if Gar refused the money.

      Gar took another drink. I did too.

      “I told Dad you wouldn’t take it, but he’d insisted. Said if you couldn’t help those you loved then he’d misunderstood what life was about.”

      Gar rolled his eyes and grabbed the pouch, making it disappear without so much as jingling the coins.

      “That’s dirty fighting, Spider.”

      “Yeah, but I’m trying to fulfil a dead man’s final wishes.”

      “Oh, enough already. I’ve taken the coins.”

      We both took another drink from nearly empty mugs. The potatoes were gone and this felt like the perfect place to remain for the day.

      “Have you decided to keep the room?” Gar interrupted my thoughts.

      “Yeah, for a couple more nights anyway.”

      “Stay as long as you want,” Gar said.

      I looked over at the serving girl, Thari, who had been glancing in our direction whenever she could.

      “Hands off the staff though,” Gar added. “It’s hard enough finding ones that are trainable.”

      “Aw, Gar. No fair…” I laughed. “Yeah, okay. Understood.”

      Gar turned toward Thari who scrambled to appear busy.

      “So, what’s the plan, Spider?”

      “The plan?” I asked. “Same one Dad had always intended for me. Get out there and find my own success. It’s my—I don’t know—quest?”

      And the bad-poetry teen returns!

      Gar nodded. “How do you plan to start this quest?”

      A fair question, and one I’d been asking myself all day. “Well, thieving and trading are all I know, and I don’t have enough to start a trading business.”

      “You can have the coins you just gave me.”

      “I appreciate that Gar, I really do, but the idea was that I make my own way, to build myself up from nothing.”

      “Hmm, a wise man once said: If you can’t help the ones you care about…”

      I grinned. “Okay, nicely played, Gar, but in this case, I need to prove to myself that I can take Dad’s teachings and accomplish something with them, in honour of his memory.”

      “To honour Warrick, huh?”

      I nodded.

      “And you’re looking forward to it.”

      “Of course. This will be a fantastic adventure.”

      “Just like your father.”

      “Am I?” I asked, hoping that was true.

      “So, if you can’t start trading, where will you go thieving?”

      Another good question. My mind returned to the booth in the market. “I could join the Adventurer’s Guild. See the world, make my fortune, help explore the unexplored. Lots of abandoned dungeons and keeps around.”

      I was only half joking.

      “They always need a good thief,” I added.

      “A little desperate, don’t you think?” Gar asked.

      “Yeah, but maybe I could see a dragon.”

      Ooh, a dragon! Okay, closer to one-quarter joking now.

      Gar signalled for fresh beers. “You know, most folk who go off with those groups come back dead, insane or possessed. The recruiters don’t bother telling that part.”

      Yeah, dead, insane or possessed people did not enjoy life much.

      “You know,” Gar said, scratching at the smooth skin along his neck. “You could have kept that money you used to pay off Warrick’s debts.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to repeat the part about making my own way. Gar was already waving the objection aside.

      “No, I suppose not. Oh!” Gar slapped the table, the flat noise carrying across the tavern. “I’ve got it. You come back to our rooms tonight and steal this sack of coins. I’ll let Lees know so she doesn’t accidentally kill you.”

      I snorted at the idea of anyone stupid enough to steal from Lees.

      “No. Thanks, Gar. That’s not how Dad raised me. I won’t steal from friends, even ones asking me to.”

      We stared into the fresh beers Thari had brought.

      “Okay,” I agreed, “so you’re right about the Adventurer’s Guild. Not much future in being possessed.”

      “Don’t forget dead or insane. Those are pretty limiting too.”

      “Some thieving closer to home then. Merchants, royalty, politicians. Someone like that.”

      “Now you’re talking.”

      There were plenty of patrons in the tavern for inspiration, and my gaze fell onto an expressionless wizard in rich purple robes only one table from us. He appeared to be in his late teens, though looks mattered little with that sort. A glass of wine, which he appeared barely old enough to drink, sat in front of him.

      “The Tower of Wizardry has untold treasures,” I said.

      Gar coughed a spray of beer. “Are you mad? Better to go adventuring. At least you know what death you’ll get there,” he leaned closer to me. “And keep your voice down.”

      The seated wizard gave no sign of having heard, maintaining the vacant expression as if no emotion ever reached his face.

      It seemed attentions other than just ours were on the wizard. A squat man with flushed face approached his table. Even to an inexperienced observer, it was obvious a scam was in motion. The man in front spoke in low, conspiratorial tones, holding the wizard’s attention while an accomplice approached from behind. Each wore an aura of overconfidence assuming that, because the mark was young, he was also stupid.

      That wasn’t all they wore. Each had a single red sash dangling from their waist, identifying them as part of one group.

      “River Rats, Gar? Why do you let them in here?”

      The River Rats were Timurpajan’s most pathetic, desperate band of thieves and beggars. Some possessed rudimentary thieving skills that could be refined with patience and practice, but in general, they were ones with no hope of joining the more distinguished Thieves Guild.

      “If they have coins and don’t cause trouble they can drink here,” Gar said.

      I turned toward him. “No trouble?”

      “Oh, this isn’t trouble. This is a life lesson. Watch.”

      Unsure who this life lesson was aimed at, I leaned back in the booth, watching the scene play out.

      The thief in front moved his hands back and forth, distracting the wizard while his partner, a skinny man with slender fingers, searched the seated man’s pockets. A bold move targeting an obvious magic-user.

      Boldness and stupidity are separated by a thin line of common sense.

      River Rats were not known for common sense.

      The wizard himself was tall and slim, with wisps of half-formed beard starting on his chin. He wore the floor-length robes usual to his order and had one ring on each hand. Worthless baubles but flashy enough to draw attention.

      The wizard’s demeanour told me he maybe wasn’t so unaware of what was happening. He was a bit too focused on the thief in front of him, watching the man with great interest and allowing the other maximum opportunity.

      For one brief instant, I wanted to warn the Rats but discarded that idea. Having the game turned around on you was part of thieving, part of learning to become a better one. As Gar had said, this was a life lesson.

      The rummaging thief, presumably the one with more skill at pick-pocketing, pulled a palm-sized glass pyramid from the wizard’s pocket. After a cursory glance, he placed it in the satchel over his shoulder. Next came a tiny sack, tied at the top. The River Rat struggled to untie it, and I groaned. Gar turned toward me.

      “Never count the gains until you’re safely away,” I said in a low voice.

      “Uh-oh,” the wizard said, interrupting the thief in front. “Do you smell bacon?”

      “Um,” the squat thief said. “I suppose…”

      The wizard’s eyes glowed a soft amber.

      “Magic,” Gar said, making it sound like profanity.

      “You expected something else?”

      “No. Just that much power in one person makes me uneasy.”

      “No dull moments with a magic-user around.”

      “Greedy pig,” the wizard said.

      Sensing the mood had shifted, the slender thief jumped to his feet, trying to stuff the unopened sack into his satchel but unable to manage. He raised one hand showing a black hoof where fingers used to be. His mouth opened in surprise, a shout on his lips that came as a terrified squeal.

      The transforming thief fell onto his hooves and raced past the wizard. The squat thief grabbed for the now-pig, missing completely.

      Glow fading from his eyes, the wizard glanced around, as if seeing the scenario for the first time. Amusement creased his dour face while he watched the still-human thief chase his partner around the tavern.

      The frightened pig-thief rebounded off one table in an effort to escape from reality. The other finally caught him and turned to glare at the wizard with fright and anger, holding his bucking partner tight.

      “You should have been happy with the pyramid,” the wizard said. “Take comfort that the spell isn’t permanent and that it stopped with your friend.”

      With that, the wizard’s eyes glowed amber again. The thief looked at his hand, face as pale as snow, backing toward the door. The wizard, still seated, raised one hand. This was enough for both thief and pig who turned and barely found enough presence of mind to open the door before fleeing.

      The door slammed behind them, and the glow faded from the wizard’s eyes.

      “Life lesson,” Gar repeated.

      The wizard’s demeanour softened for a short time, then his almost-smile disappeared in the space between heartbeats, like blowing out a candle. His face returned to its previous dourness as if all that was enjoyable in the world had died in an instant.

      This man was out of his mind.

      It was a relief when he stood and flicked a coin onto the table before leaving the inn as if nothing had happened.

      “Now,” Gar said after the door had closed. “Is that the kind of person you want to try stealing from?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “Of course not.”

      It would be a challenge though, wouldn’t it? And wasn’t that the best part of thieving? In earlier days, while still learning the art, I would break into rich merchants’ homes and creep close enough to touch their sleeping forms. All this without them knowing, sometimes not even taking any reward, doing it for the thrill, the challenge.

      “I know that look,” Gar said.

      “Look? What look?” I asked.

      The halfling leaned in close. “The one that says you’ll be visiting the Tower of Wizardry tonight, no matter what sense I try to talk into you.”

      “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Just like your father.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Tower of Wizardry

          

        

      

    

    
      Five storeys of gleaming white marble loomed above the one and two level buildings surrounding it. The Tower of Wizardry was the most remarkable, most mysterious place in Timurpajan. No one had been inside that wasn’t a part of the Wizard’s Guild, and none of them were telling stories of what it was like inside.

      A visit to this city had always seen me here at the tower, wondering what was inside, knowing my skills weren’t yet ready for the challenge. Then, once we settled here when Dad was so sick, I didn’t have the right to place myself in danger.

      Now there were no more excuses, and my palms itched with the idea of exploring that tower. It wasn’t just the curiosity, though that was a great chunk of it. No, it was also a test. Any thief who could break into the tower without their knowledge was a sneak worthy of the name. One that could make it to the top floor and out again, with some valuable treasure to sell, would be one of the best.

      Throughout each year several would-be thieves would be found at the tower’s front door, not even making it past the entry. Others would be found dead and broken in the nearby street, any discoveries dying with them.

      The tower’s pristine walls taunted me, daring me to come see for myself what was hidden within, if I had what it took.

      Still, I wasn’t about to rush inside.

      For the remainder of the afternoon, I circled in a slow, discreet route, looking for information that wasn’t already apparent. The tower refused to give up any secrets but did present one interesting question. How did a building only a few hundred feet around house all the magic-users seen around Timurpajan, plus their equipment and living quarters?

      More mystery.

      The setting sun lit the tower with a glowing halo for fifteen minutes before disappearing behind the horizon and surrendering to the night. Still, the marble gleamed.

      Learning nothing from my tours around the tower, I settled into some shadows across from the front door and waited, watching. At a quarter to midnight, I pulled a sandwich from my satchel and ate, contemplating. In all that time watching, no one had entered or exited the tower, not through any normal means at least. It was as if all the wizards inside had gone to other realms.

      Hmm, is that a possibility?

      Guesses are dangerous. Work with the facts you know from observation and experience.

      Midnight arrived, the moon high in the sky. The time of thieves.

      Time to get to work.

      The magical residents inside should have had plenty of time to settle down for the night—or perhaps, plenty of time to wake and start doing whatever they did when not turning regular citizens into pigs.

      Detaching from the shadows I made my way across the street and to the front door without any notice.

      The lock had seven tumblers with two poison dart traps.

      Do they even want to keep me out?

      Confidence is fine. Cockiness leads to mistakes.

      When the memories living inside my head were right, they were right.

      I pulled the lockpicks from my tunic’s inside pocket, examining the lock for any surprises. You would think the wizards would choose a Zadi lock to secure this door. Then again those were in short supply and wide demand since the master locksmith’s disappearance two years ago.

      In any case, this lock was intimidating enough to make many thieves think twice, but not one who had spent his childhood in the back of caravans, practicing on every possible lock he could get his hands on, including one older model Zadi.

      My fingers itched to challenge a more recent version of that master’s work.

      The picks made short work of the door lock, easing tumblers into place, avoiding the traps. Soon the door swung inward without a hint of sound. The Tower of Wizardry lay open, ready for exploration.

      Rubbing hands together, I stepped inside.

      On the other side was a wide, square lobby decorated with marble columns sculpted into dragons, wyverns, and other magnificent creatures. Oak chairs and tables lined either side of the room while gleaming porcelain tiles covered a floor. On the far side was a winding staircase, leading upward and down.

      Astounding.

      Outside, the tower was round and marble, inside it was square and the walls were made of plaster and wood. It was larger, too. How this was possible was one of magic’s mysteries and beyond a humble thief’s understanding, even if a wizard did deign to explain it.

      It was unnerving.

      You can’t always understand what you’re looking at, but that doesn’t mean you can’t appreciate, or profit from, it.

      I don’t remember my father ever saying those words. Was it my own inner voice I was hearing, now? The things he could have said?

      A consideration for later. Now was the time for focus.

      Except for my controlled breathing the lobby was quiet as a cleric’s bedroom.

      Torches and candles lit the area, floating in mid-air at regular intervals, making it easier to pick which tiles held pressure plates. Tracing a path from these triggers led to no evident danger, which was troubling. There should have been some sort of trap, a deadfall, an alarm.

      Magical defences were tricky, the possibilities endless, the punishments for error fatal.

      The pressure plates were easy to avoid once their pattern was determined. They’d been arranged so those that lived in the tower didn’t set them off by accident.

      I made my way to the stairs.

      These were more worrying in that no trap could be seen at all. I searched again and again for several minutes.

      If a good thief can’t see a trap, then there’s no trap to find.

      And I was indeed a good thief.

      Very well.

      I took the first tentative movement up the spiralling stairs toward the next floor, moving with caution. One step. Two. Three. Four. Every step was an inspection, sure that the wizards arranging security wouldn’t stop at what was on the ground floor. In short time the lobby was left behind, but still no traps presented themselves.

      The remaining steps passed without incident or change until nearing the next floor. There a jagged hole had been punched into the plaster of the wall, at roughly the height and size of my head. A full minute passed while examining that hole, unable to gain further information except that it hadn’t been put there by design.

      At the final riser, I paused, scanning the second floor for traps before taking the step forward. A soft gong chimed somewhere in the tower, reminiscent of the ones hill-monks used as a call to meditation.

      I froze, neither increasing nor decreasing the pressure placed on the last step taken. Had I set off some alarm? But no, no pressure plate underfoot. No trap.

      A magical alarm then? Or was it all coincidence?

      Thieves die embracing a belief in coincidence.

      Damn it!

      Okay, so until another cause presented itself that gong was all about me. The real question now was, stay or go? If that chime was about me, would it be possible to leave at all?

      Silence and a faint, cool breeze wafting from the upper floors were my only answer.

      No! Believing in coincidence was a luxury, but so was abandoning a job at the first hint of trouble.

      This second floor occupied even more space than the previous, giving the impression of an inverted pyramid. And why not? The tower had already broken a law of nature by being bigger inside than out. Nothing should be surprising at this point.

      Passages branched off in the four main compass directions, each much like the others. Wooden doors lined each hallway, five to a side. Any untold treasure could be behind those doors, any mystery.

      Oh, ho?

      Each hallway was the same? No, not quite.

      Halfway down the western passage, the wall held a long, jagged furrow, the kind caused by a sharp weapon. Someone had swung a sword or axe here, and the wall had suffered for it. Nearby was a deep scorch mark on the floor.

      Something interesting had happened here.

      Stories are everywhere. You don’t have time to stop and listen to all of them.

      Good point.

      As much as knowing the story behind this battle would be fascinating, I am here to finance a trading business. There’s no money in furrows and scorch marks.

      Now, what about all those closed doors?

      No, that’s curiosity talking.

      Looking behind each of them wasn’t practical. The night would run out before the doors would, but a better reason to move on was that this floor wouldn’t hold the tower’s most valuable treasures.

      That would be at the top.

      The steps leading to the third floor were similar to the last. Nothing hidden. No traps. Easy going.

      I froze.

      A soft scrape of padded foot against floor from somewhere in a lower level.

      Someone was awake and on the move. A wizard up for a snack? Or someone searching for an intruder? If not for the midnight silence and my keen elven hearing I might have missed it.

      Two steps from the next floor I paused, listening to the silence of the tower. No other noise came, and I let my breath escape, reminding myself this wasn’t the first time I’d snuck through a place with people awake… Just the first time with people who could turn me into a farm animal.

      Adjusting the satchel across my shoulder, I gritted my teeth and took the last steps to the next floor. Lots of shadows here, plenty of places to hide.

      Huh! It appeared each floor was constructed of varying materials as if they were different buildings instead of different levels. Bizarre.

      On this floor, wide corridors of well-worn stone extended in every direction, like the spokes of a wagon wheel with the staircase acting as the hub. Magnificent, ogre-sized statues rested at the mid-point of every passage while heavy oak doors lined either side, the sort of door that would need several annoyed trolls trying their best to knock them down.

      Like on the previous floor, these doors could hold anything…or nothing. Two floors remained to be explored and were bound to have greater treasures.

      Yes. Onward and upward.

      I took the first step back toward the stairs, congratulating myself on the ability to resist temptation and curiosity. Really, my strength of will was legendary, and deserved every accolade for⁠—

      What in the hells is that?

      There came an audible poof sound inside my head, the sound of my legendary resistance turning tail and heading for parts unknown.

      Each corridor ran up to a stone wall, except one which ended in a blood-red door. Over the door hung a sign saying Enter Spider.

      Okay, so there wasn’t any sign, but there might as well have been with something that out of place.

      Not investigating would have been irresponsible. That is the sort of door which would hold great treasures.

      More noise, this time from the floor below.

      Furtive steps mixed with muffled whispering, someone trying to be quiet and not quite getting there. Much too noisy for such a silent tower. Whoever the noise belonged to, they didn’t have a right to be in here any more than me.

      That gong hadn’t been for me.

      Get out of here, Spider. Curb that curiosity.

      Except, these other intruders were still on the second floor, and that gave me plenty of time to get through that door.

      With all the swiftness and silence possible, which was considerable if I do say so myself, I rushed for the door, passing a gorgeous mermaid statue halfway.

      This red door was spaced an equal distance from the others but very much apart from them. On top of the blood-red colour, the door also had a professional, prison quality lock securing it.

      This would be no real deterrent, but it would take some time.

      My hands twitched. This was it. Valuables had to be hidden behind the door.

      With the speed of thought, the lockpicks were in my hand, flashing back and forth as I worked. This was somewhat more difficult than the one securing the front door, though there were no poison darts this time.

      Yes!

      The door swung inwards, hovering candles flickering in the red door’s breeze.

      What was it with wizards and candles?

      Inside was a laboratory of sorts. Mixing stations, much like a kitchen’s preparation area, were sectioned off on a workbench occupying most of the room. High shelves lined the walls, filled with ingredients. Most jars held unidentifiable powders or liquids. Some held skeletal bodies of creatures or eyeballs floating in fluid. The bench’s cabinet doors revealed more of the same.

      Nothing here! Nothing sellable, anyway.

      One fence in the thieves’ quarter bought magical items, but he wouldn’t be interested in ingredients, not unless they were rare ones. Without knowing more, who could judge which ones were remarkable and which were the day to day stuff.

      Valuables had to be hidden behind a door like this?

      I ignored the sound of my father’s voice, knowing that if he were here, he would have been just as attracted to that door.

      That did explain the lock though. The front door was to keep intruders out while this one was for other wizards.

      Still, a waste of time. No sense prolonging it.

      I closed the door behind me as I left.

      Always leave the area how you found it. Make them question that you were ever there.

      My father’s words registered through my disappointment. I turned and relocked the door.

      Not even a magic wand in there. Were the stairs down back at the lobby the way to go?

      No, surely the valuable objects would be at the top.

      The area around the stairs was empty. The intruders still blundered through the second floor, not difficult to hear. They opened and closed doors, begging for attention from the residents.

      Damn it!

      Their noise and lack of skills could ruin the whole night, set the tower on alert.

      In fact—why hadn’t that happened already?

      As if in response, a muffled scream came from the floor below, followed by the sharp sound of snapping bone. A moment later, a second scream, less muffled, echoing.

      Footsteps, fleeing.

      They’d entered the tower without permission and were now paying the price for it. Tomorrow, bodies would be found in the street outside, a warning to others. I had no intention of being with them, judged as just another common failure.

      Heart pounding inside my chest, I rubbed sweaty palms against my leggings.

      Real danger lurked here, the sort where death was a reward for mistakes.

      It was so invigorating.

      Whoever these blunderers were, they’d made returning to the floor below impossible.

      Good thing I’d come with a backup plan.

      But first, at least one of the intruders was still alive. Sprinting footsteps on the stairs headed this way.

      No, thanks.

      I retreated back down the hallway and into the shadows of the mermaid statue.

      A man arrived at the stairway, panting and swaying, trying to see every direction at once. He was in full panic mode and if he didn’t calm himself and focus, he would be finished. Turning, he looked back at the stairs, up and down, then at each of the hallways.

      “No, no, no,” I whispered to myself, seeing what would come next. “Remember, red means danger.”

      His gaze landed on the door behind me and, without hesitation, he headed straight for it and my hiding spot.

      Wonderful. So, if he was being chased, that would lead them straight to me. Serendipity for some tower monster.

      This intruder was about my height but scrawny thin and moving with slight grace. The red sash on his waist said he was a River Rat, but I’d last seen him in the market, begging. When had he joined the Rats?

      It’s this new leader of theirs, Grey Badger. He was uniting all the beggars, urchins and thieves unwelcome in more professional groups. He’d risen to the top of the River Rats and aimed to bring them professionalism and credibility. A long and difficult road.

      This beggar rushed past my hiding spot without so much as a glance, headed for the red door. He saw the lock and stopped, shoulders slumping.

      “There’s nothing in there anyway,” I said, pulling my hood into place.

      He whirled at the sound of my voice, one hand in a warding off gesture as if expecting to be attacked. The other arm hung limp, drops of blood collecting on the floor at his feet.

      “Spider! You!”

      The relief in his voice was thick. I nodded, struggling to remember his name. Something buggy.

      “You’re…um, Tick, aren’t you?” I guessed.

      “Flea!” he spat, then calmed himself. “My name is Flea.”

      “Right. Of course.” It still didn’t sound familiar.

      “And I’m not looking for something to steal, not anymore. I want a window to escape.”

      “You have rope?”

      Flea shook his head.

      “You know we’re three floors up, right?”

      Flea sagged, glancing back at the stairs. He leaned his uninjured hand against the wall for balance, leaving a smear of blood. He’d been raked along his left side and arm. A semi-serious wound but plenty of time to get out of the tower and find a healer.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Some…thing attacked us, on the second floor.”

      “What was it?”

      Flea shook his head. “How should I know? It was like the shadows came to life.”

      The shadows? Interesting.

      “I came in with three other Rats,” Flea said, “including my trainer.”

      “Trainer?”

      Flea turned a smug expression on me. “The Rats are training me to be a thief.”

      And who had trained his trainer? I bit back the comment. “Go on.”

      Flea glanced back at the stairs, his smugness slipping. “The shadow thing detached from one corner and hovered there, watching us. When it moved, it was like water flowing. It grabbed Rock first, then Tarnol, both died screaming without any marks on them. Brion, my trainer, turned and fled for the stairs. I followed.”

      At this he stopped, exploring his wound with the opposite hand.

      “That was when you got hurt?”

      He winced. “As we passed, the shadow swiped at us.” His hand came away with blood on it, but less than before. “Brion headed down the stairs, but I went up.”

      He stopped and looked at me, as if for confirmation. Wish I could ask this Brion about leaving a green recruit behind, but he was probably as inexperienced as Flea.

      “See,” Flea continued, “I knew we’d be expected to go down.”

      “Sure. Good thinking.”

      He smiled—an expression that said he was well aware of how clever he was and didn’t need my confirmation after all.

      “Brion screamed as I climbed the stairs. I kept going.”

      “What else could you do?”

      “Yeah, right. Right!”

      “Is it following you?”

      Flea glanced back at the stairs again, watching then shaking his head. “Nah, I don’t think so. I waited on the stairs a while, listening. I think it was happy getting Brion.”

      That or it was patient, playing with the intruder. With luck, the creature was restricted to the second floor, but that was doubtful. My mind kept turning to those pressure plates in the lobby, and the gong which sounded through the tower. The wizards wouldn’t set a trap for intruders restricted to the second floor, would they?

      “What are you doing here anyway?” I asked.

      Flea shrugged. “Following you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “No idea.”

      I levelled my best glare on him, crossing my arms.

      “Okay, okay,” Flea said, throwing up one hand. “We saw you at the tower door and figured you had a line on something worthwhile.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      The part Flea didn’t mention was robbing me afterwards.

      Curse my inattentiveness anyway! I’d been so focused on the front door, so excited about getting in, that I’d let myself be seen…and by River Rats no less!

      “So, what are you here for?” Flea demanded.

      “No idea,” I said, throwing his own words back at him.

      “Come on.”

      “No, really. Just looking for anything of value.”

      “You broke into the Tower of Wizardry, to look around?”

      “Essentially.”

      Flea rolled his eyes, though whether that was because of them following me for no reason, or flat out not believing me was unclear. It didn’t matter either way.

      “Okay, Weevil, listen⁠—”

      “The name, is Flea.”

      “Oh, right. Anyway, I can get you out of here if you listen to me.”

      He glanced at the stairs, then at the red door, then me. He nodded once.

      “You have to follow my instructions though,” I said.

      “I already agreed, didn’t I?”

      “You did, yes. Okay, follow me Beetle.”

      “Flea!”

      For someone with a name like Spider, I probably shouldn’t be making fun, but Flea’s personality was too arrogant for my tastes. This annoyed him, and I wasn’t about to give it up so soon.

      We approached the stairs again, Flea moving with some degree of stealth. Perhaps he did have potential. There was the occasional shuffle of foot against stone, but that was as much his trainer’s fault as his own, and not so difficult to fix. When we got out of here, I could show him a few tips.

      What? No, no. What was I thinking? Last thing my life needed was some kind of apprentice. Adding Flea to my life would not bring me closer to my goal of that trading business, therefore it would take me further away. I travelled alone and liked it. Of course, I would help Flea escape the tower, if he would listen, but that’s as far as this went.

      So, this trip had gone from one of cat burglary to a rescue mission. Well, no reason some valuables couldn’t be nabbed on the way out.

      Nothing waited at the stairs. No living shadows. No wizards looking to nab intruders.

      We started toward the next floor.

      “Up?” Flea said, much too loud, voice carrying. “Why are we going up?”

      “Shh!”

      He rolled his eyes once again, making me wonder if it was possible to smack him in the head and still maintain I was trying to save him. Flea lapsed into a sullen silence and followed.

      Good enough.

      The next floor was one long hallway of smooth marble, like the tower’s outside, ending in one single massive door. I slid forward, heading for the only possible destination other than further up. The annoyance coming off Flea was almost tangible. I gave him another fifteen seconds to stew before turning, making a show of looking around before speaking in a low voice.

      “We headed up because your shadow monster will still be searching for intruders.”

      Flea glanced at the stairs. “You don’t know that.”

      “True. Why don’t you go scout the lower floors then come tell me I’m wrong.”

      “Um…”

      “Up here we can hopefully find a window to escape from.”

      “I have no rope, remember?”

      “Yes, Slug. I remember.”

      Flea didn’t bother to correct me this time, which said this particular joke had run its course. Too bad, there were at least a dozen creepy-crawly names left.

      “Luckily I come better prepared than your trainer,” I said. “There’s rope in my satchel.”

      There was no point mentioning that we had no guarantee the windows would even lead back to Timurpajan. In fact, if the tower could be larger than the outside, then it could also have more than just the five floors. The place could be infinite.

      What a fascinating concept.

      Greater signs of struggle marked the walls here. I slid a finger along one deep scorched wall groove, wondering how hot it had to be for marble to burn.

      What had happened here? Some unexpected battle for sure.

      “Wouldn’t you love to know the story behind this?” I said, turning toward Flea.

      He rolled his eyes. My hand twitched in response.

      “Never mind,” I sighed. “Come on.”

      We came to another statue, like the mermaid on the previous floor. This one was a wizard which had been smashed near the top, removing its head and entire left arm. Flea glanced at the sculpture and dismissed it with a shrug. I stopped to examine it, knowing that would annoy him.

      Lucky thing.

      I pulled Flea into the shadows on the statue’s far side, my hand clasped around the beggar-turned-thief’s mouth. A flicker of movement back at the stairs had propelled me forward on instinct.

      “Shh,” I warned.

      Flea nodded under my hand. He may be untrained, but he was no fool… Well, not in this case at least.

      A thicker shadow detached from the natural ones near the stairs, drifting toward us with slow breezy movements, red eyes boring into the gloom. An actual, living shadow. I’d never even heard of such a creature before tonight, and living probably wasn’t the best word, but…well, whatever. This was fascinating.

      Utterly terrifying too, of course.

      Our only possible escape from it and the tower was the door behind us, which, now that we were closer, didn’t seem like such a great idea either.

      From top to bottom, four deep claw marks had been gouged into the wood. No apparent lock sealed the room but surrounding the frame were runes of greenish silver that kept forcing my eyes to focus elsewhere.

      “Mmmph,” Flea said, eyes wide.

      One hand still covered Flea’s mouth, grip tightening with each moment until his teeth were pressing into the flesh of my fingers. I released him.

      The shadow had closed the distance by half, and we had no doubt on it discovering us. It was either horrible death or the unknown of that room, which could amount to more of the same.

      “Okay, Flea⁠—”

      The runes glowed with sudden pale green light. Stabbing pain reached into my head like a knife twist. I gasped, one hand reaching for the statue to remain upright.

      “What is it?” Flea asked.

      Another bright spike drove me to one knee. The door runes glowed like green moonlight, brightening this entire end of the hallway. At the edge of light, the shadow wavered, as uncertain as any being composed of blackness could be. With the next surge of light and pain, it disappeared.

      “Yes!” Flea leapt forward, bravery returning now that the danger was gone. “Hah! Take that!”

      I groaned, forcing my feet back under me. The rune lights had dimmed but not disappeared and looking in their direction was pure suffering.

      “What’s your problem?” Flea said.

      Unable to articulate with my head pounding as it was, I pointed at the runes, then reached up, sliding hands inside my hood to massage my temples.

      “You…” Flea gasped. “You’re an elf?”

      “Huh? Oh.” I’d knocked my hood back. Well, no denying it, and why should I? “You didn’t know?”

      Clockworks turned inside of Flea’s skull, his mouth open in a slack O. His eyes went from me to the door and back again, coming up with the obvious explanation.

      “Yeah! I get it! That, um, writing stuff drives everything not-human away, like the shadow. And you.”

      I chose to ignore the emphasis and disdain. Right now, getting away from those runes was more important.

      “Gotta be a window in there, right?” Flea turned toward the door. He brightened. “Hey! Maybe even some treasure.”

      On his first step, the runes flared, and my head screeched.

      “Stop!” I gasped.

      Flea gave a condescending snort and continued.

      Those runes were a warning, to keep people out, but they also kept something in.

      “Don’t,” I managed.

      Another flare drove me back to my knees.

      Flea stopped and returned, crouching next to me.

      “I’m okay,” I said, collapsing to one side. “Just⁠—”

      “Oh, what a relief.”

      Flea rolled his eyes again, and I wished I had taken the time to smack him earlier. He flipped open my satchel and grabbed the rope. With that, he headed for the door again.

      I pushed myself away, from the runes and the pain, sliding along the smooth marble floor. “Don’t.”

      Flea guffawed and grabbed the door handle, pulling it.

      “Damn,” I muttered.

      Everyone follows their own path.

      I would have gotten him out if he’d listened.

      The marble slid under my tunic without friction, allowing me to pass out of the rune light. With the help of one wall, I stood up, swaying.

      The hallway was filled with deep, heavy breathing. A blast of frigid air swept through the open door, filling the hallway as far back as the stairs. Frost crept along the walls in icy spider webs.

      Flea’s destiny now lay behind that door while mine was back toward the stairs. Still, one stray thought came, pulling me back around.

      “Dragon?”

      Whatever lived behind that door was much too huge to get out of the tower to sell. But, if it was a dragon, what was seeing one worth?

      Flea sneered at me, dropping the rope at his feet while struggling with some flint and tinder.

      An added strangeness about that room, it was dark, yes, but my elven vision should have been able to pick out the body warmth of whatever was inside. Unless the room was empty after all.

      But, what was breathing?

      A blur of blue-tinted flesh, then a monstrous meaty fist enveloped Flea from neck to waist. Then Flea was gone, pulled inside the room. The door slammed shut like a clap of thunder, clipping off Flea’s frantic screams.

      “Huh!” I said, pulling my hood back into place. “Not a dragon then.”

      The rope had dropped on this side of the door and huddled there. Better than even chance it would be needed on the next floor, though I still wasn’t convinced the city would even be outside for me.

      One problem at a time.

      I inched forward, eyes on the rope and trying to ignore the runes. They pulsed brighter but not as much as earlier. Was it because I had no intention of entering that room and didn’t need the warning?

      My head ached, my brain inside pulsing, but the white-hot agony did not return. I retrieved my rope, slipping it back into my satchel.

      What if I just reached out…?

      The runes flared bright, drawing a gasp from me.

      I retreated for the stairs and started for the next floor while it was still possible. At the top was a locked door, stopping my advance and whetting my curiosity. Dad’s lockpicks flashed into my hands and I got to work. The lock was straightforward, though a less experienced thief might have missed that poison dart for punishing the unobservant.

      They do like their poison dart traps.

      With a click, the lock opened. I cringed at the noise, cursing myself as an amateur.

      Inside was a room, much larger than it should have been and lit by hundreds of floating candles, neither of which surprised me. A subdued fire floated in the middle, keeping the room a comfortable temperature.

      First time I’d ever seen a fire burn from all sides. It was beautiful but wrong.

      Off to one side, a workbench with all the bizarre paraphernalia that went with the realm of magic waited for someone to return. Smoking vials of bubbling liquid, giving off fumes undoubtedly fatal to inhale. I wasn’t about to test that theory. Ingredients in jars which followed my path with their eyes. Books with more slippery runes, these changing while I gazed at them. At least these didn’t hurt my head.

      Three chests sat in one corner, sealed with several locks each.

      Locked chests in a sealed room? Now we’re talking. They must hold the best treasures. Rings and wands would be perfect, even without knowing what they did.

      Space needed to be made inside my satchel first.

      The room held one window and it did look onto Timurpajan. I pulled out the rope and attached it to my collapsible grappling hook. This combination would take me back to ground level once the satchel was full.

      My hook bit into the marble window sill while the rope disappeared into the night below.

      “Huh!”

      Seeing the city from this perspective was surreal. Below was the entirety of west side, lit by a bright moon. It was like a giant map of the city.

      “Okay, back to work,” I said, turning toward the chests.

      “It took you longer than I expected.”

      I stopped in mid-step, sighed and turned toward the voice.

      A paper-thin, ancient woman occupied a wooden chair which had been empty a moment ago. An easy confidence emanated from her. She certainly showed no fear of being alone in a room with a thief and no witnesses.

      She chuckled. “I was aware when you entered the front door. As I was with the other four intruders.”

      “They were not with me.”

      “No. I didn’t think so.”

      Even now it was important not to be judged as an amateur. I was a better thief than any River Rat could ever be.

      “And yet.” The woman got to her feet with a grace which belied her shrivelled body. “I knew you were there as easily as the others, so what is the difference?”

      “I’m alive and they are not.”

      “True. For now.”

      Well, better a quick death than a slow one in prison. I opened my mouth to say as much but the sorceress held up one hand.

      “No explanations, please. No insincere apologies.”

      I wasn’t about to offer either but let her think what she wanted.

      One possibility, one hope remained though a slim one. As she cast her spell, there might be time to dodge and rush for the window. Maybe I could get out of the tower before she prepared the next. A long-shot to be sure, but better than giving up.

      “You are no doubt wondering why you’re still alive,” the aged woman said.

      “Well, now that you mention it.” I shuffled to the left, trying for a straight route without being obvious.

      “You are a brash, confident young man, aren’t you?”

      She eased to her right, between myself and the window, hiding it from sight. I forced an air of nonchalance, keeping both eyes focused on her until she had moved out the other side of my path.

      Now!

      One full step forward followed by an abrupt halt.

      Where the window had been was more marble wall. I spun around, knowing it hadn’t simply relocated but hoping anyway.

      The door was gone as well.

      “Nice trick,” I said.

      A smile quirked the corners of her mouth, enjoying the game she played. Cat and mouse. No, more like sorceress and powerless mortal. Her gaze bored into my soul.

      “I am impressed with your skills.” She gestured to a chair near the floating fire, and I sat, empty satchel in my lap. The sorceress moved to an opposite chair, a scent of lavender and burnt ozone following in her wake. She picked up a gem-studded goblet that appeared, and sipped, watching me over the rim until I felt naked. “I am in need of someone with your skills, to retrieve an item.”

      She was offering me a job?

      “The item is rightfully ours, though I presume a thief wouldn’t care about such details.”

      My eyes narrowed, mouth tightening into a line.

      “Ah, I’ve insulted you,” she said. “Interesting.”

      It was a common misconception that all thieves were the same, stealing anything not nailed down, and even then. “I don’t steal from friends or those that can’t afford it.”

      The sorceress considered this, sipping from her goblet in silence.

      “Churches, orphanages and the like are off limit,” I explained. “The rich and royalty are fair game, as are the evil and anyone who could help others but don’t.”

      “And which am I? Evil, or someone who doesn’t help others?”

      My eyes flicked to the gemmed goblet which could have fed all the orphans in Timurpajan for a year.

      “This task will take great thievery skills,” she continued, ignoring all I’d said. “It is imperative they do not realize the item has been taken for as long as possible. Most importantly, this cannot be connected with us.”

      “Got it. And if I don’t like the job?”

      She laughed. “Do you have a choice?”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      “True, but the other option is never leaving this tower again.”

      Yep. That window was still missing. “Well, I should at least hear what the job is. Wouldn’t want to be rude.”
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