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Stealing just one apple from a shopkeeper who had a lot of fruit wouldn’t make her a thief, would it?

And it wasn’t like she planned to make it a habit...

Penny held her breath where she stood in line at the market stall, the jumble of a dozen nearest voices filling her ears. The customer in front was busy haggling over the price of two oranges, his blue cloak rustling as he waved his arms at a frowning shop-keeper, who refused to budge. It was the perfect time to creep around to the side, where green apples were arranged in piles that gleamed beneath the torchlight...

Bear, should I take just one?

But Bear did not answer, and it seemed the customer and merchant were finally satisfied. The man in blue stepped away, fruit in hand, and Penny blinked up at the shop-keeper.

The fellow’s heavy brow was unwelcoming as he glanced over her clothing – probably judging the faded colours of her vest and pants, but at least she’d sewed the patches herself. Made sure the colours were close too. And they’d last a good while, she was sure of that much.

“Well?”

Penny hesitated and someone nudged her forward. “I... ah, I just wanted to ask if you needed help here. I mean, could I maybe run an errand for you? In exchange for a piece of fruit?” Her words tumbled out.

The merchant scowled. “Of course not. Get out of here.”

“But, I could–”

“I said no!”

Penny took a step back. Snickering and grumbles followed the man’s shout. She did not linger to hear anything else, turning to run from the stall. She crossed the square without looking over her shoulder, weaving through the people, her bag thumping against the small of her back, not stopping until she reached the sparkling centre-fountain with its castle-like spires.

There, she circled out of sight from the angry shopkeeper and slumped onto the stone ledge to catch her breath.

The fountain was huge, with a deep basin where water splashed down over brightly-coloured tiles, but water which was growing darker, closer to purple as the sun continued to set. Penny shifted on the cool stone. She had settled some distance from an old couple who sat together, speaking softly, their faces wrinkled in smiles.

Nearby, a pair of beggars, younger than her – children, really – were scurrying away from an older man who berated them. Not an uncommon sight.

Across the square waited another fruit-seller, one of several. His stall was not so busy, his fruit not heaped so high. Would he be willing to trade food for an errand?

“What about her? She’d be about the right age.”

Two City Wardens were approaching from the direction of the shadowy keep where it loomed above the market, almost like a thicket of enormous spears. One guard pointed a gloved hand toward her and Penny straightened, glancing around and finding no-one else close in age. Why are they looking at me?

They couldn’t have come from the shopkeeper, so what did they want? I haven’t done anything wrong. Running away, even from your apprenticeship, isn’t against the law! But the guards were closing in.

Penny shot to her feet.

“Hey!”

She sprinted into the crowd, slipping and skidding between the people, their arms laden with goods as they strode along or stood speaking in small groups.

Her thin shoes slapped against the cobblestones and torches flashed by on shadowed walls. Shouts followed but Penny did not dare stop. She darted into an alley, leaping over boxes and sacks, running on until she reached the far end, where light from another square beckoned.

She burst into another, smaller market – this one full of stalls that boasted weapons and ironware, but she did not pause to hide, as the thunder of chasing Wardens had not faded. She ducked into a dark alley now, stumbling once but keeping her balance by gripping the wall. Cool stone soon became wood beneath her grip and she stopped – a door – yet when she found the handle, it was locked.

“Damn it!”

Penny charged into another street and this time, pale signs for a crossroads appeared beneath twin lamps. To her left, a garden path lined with dark plants and rows of criss-crossed trunks, a broad street that would eventually lead to the palace.

But on her right, the path to the cemetery.

Perfect.

Penny charged along the stone until she reached the gates, bars gleaming beneath street lamps. Had the Wardens followed? She glanced over her shoulder and already the evening was becoming night... She un-slung her bag, then reached between the bars and tossed it inside. The cold steel would not budge, but if she sucked in a deep breath and squeezed... steel scraped against her torso but she did not stop until she fell through with a grunt.

Where to hide? A pair of tall headstones, half-hidden by shadow, loomed some of the way in. She snuck forward and shrank into the dark between the graves, pausing to listen. Cool air pressed against her skin here and spiky grass prickled her leg, jabbing through her pants. She brushed at the grass with a frown, then withdrew her tarnished locket and flicked it open.

“Bear?”

He didn’t answer.

Only distant streetlight responded; faint in the tiny stones that made up the etching’s eyes. She ran a fingertip over the fur, its delicate ridges, the locket carved from gold and by far the most valuable thing she owned. Not that he is a ‘thing’ either.

And Bear should have had plenty to say about her failed theft, but instead he’d remained quiet. Was he upset? “I didn’t really want to do it. But I’m getting desperate,” she whispered.

The carving within the locket still did not answer, and she sighed.

“Fine, act like a child.”

Penny peeked over the rounded headstone.

Pale pools of light from the street lamps slipped between the cemetery fence, but that was all. No dark shapes crossed the worn paths between graves. She sighed. Safe. For a time, at least. But why are they chasing me? Vincent wouldn’t have sent them; he probably doesn’t even know I’m gone yet. It made no sense.

She gripped the locket. “Bear, why didn’t you help? They’re after me for no reason. What if I end up in the royal dungeon?”

The eyes winked open and Bear’s voice echoed in her mind, rough, tired-sounding. Always the same from Bear. No, they won’t. Common criminals go to the city jail.

She sighed again. “That doesn’t help.” And yet, at least a little, his familiar voice did provide some comfort; it was nice not to be alone. Especially crouching in a graveyard, hiding from the Wardens.

If this is about the prince again, I don’t want to hear it. Time to be serious, Penny.

“It’s not about the prince at all. You know I was being chased.” If only she could meet Prince Adem. Someone like him would surely help. “And even if it was about the prince, how is it wrong for me to have a dream?”

Know your place. Stick your neck out and someone will cut your head off. Isn’t that what I always say?

She snapped the lid closed.

That won’t change anything – I can still hear you. And see you.

“That’s rot. You can’t see anything.”

And I didn’t help you before because we shouldn’t be stealing.

“I meant with the guards.”

Admittedly, that’s a little more concerning.

“Well, I’m never going back to Vincent.” She stood. Her fist squeezed Bear until the hinges on the lock bit into her palm. “He’s not a tailor. He’s a filthy brute.”

Watch you don’t warp me. Bear said. And I doubt it’s Vincent sending them after you.

“Me either. But who?”

I don’t know.

She rose, hesitating a little longer, but it seemed she had lost the Wardens. Or they’d given up. Penny moved deeper into the cemetery, one hand outstretched to brush against the grainy headstones. Cold earth swallowed her footfalls and in the dimness, her path was guided by memory and routine as much as the silvery, grey shapes revealed by scattered lampposts.

At the Wood-Knight’s steeple, she rested against the marble. The shield at the hero’s feet was smooth and chill, the blade lifted above his head dull in the night. “Sleep well, Wood-Knight,” she whispered.

He can’t help you either. And I hope you’re not heading for the Keep.

“I am.” Penny dropped Bear into an inner-pocket of her vest and set off for the rear wall again. When she reached it, she stopped to crouch by a small opening at the ivy-choked base. Just wide enough to wiggle through, the opening granted access to the Brittlekeep and a better chance at a meal – people inside tended to be wasteful, rather than watchful.

Unlike the grasping hands and narrowed eyes of the outer city.

Or worse, Vincent and his temper.

The grass lay flat beneath her knees, mostly worn to dirt where it rested under an arch of crumbling stone. She ducked into the darkness, only for her head to bump into something hard and thin. She frowned, moving back to extend her hand.

A thick mesh of wire. “Damn you.”

They probably think the same thing about you.

“Well, I don’t care. I’m starving,” she replied. The Wardens of the Keep had covered the hole before, usually with similar attempts. How long before they bricked it up, instead? She gripped the wire and closed her eyes.

None of that; it’s too dangerous.

“I’m being careful.”

Bear didn’t answer.

Heat swirled beneath her skin and she pushed it down her veins toward her hands, drawing it up from her toes, knees and elbows – but mostly from her torso, until both hands glowed red.

Penny shivered and her nose grew chill. But she reached out to touch the wire and it melted easily, heels of her hands cutting through as if the barrier were little more than water. Once the wire curled away, she sat back, teeth chattering.

Quickly!

Penny released the remaining heat from her hands. It raced back up along her arms, through her chest and up to her face, down to her toes, too. The deep chill eased and she fell back, breathing hard. Her vision spun but eventually the shadowy tombstones stopped their mad hopping about.

That was stupid – why didn’t you cut through instead of using your Hands?

“The wire was too strong. I’d have been here all night with my knife,” she said. “I’d never have gotten through.”

Even better.

She drew Bear from her pocket, flipping the lid open. “I told you, I need food. We’re on our own now and I’m not planning to starve on the first night.”

Humans can last more than a day without food.

“I’m not fully human.”

Having a mage for a mother doesn’t make you inhuman.

“You don’t know it was my mother. It could have been my father.”

Does it matter? At least one of your parents was obviously very special.

“Fine. Can I go inside now?”

If you get caught...

“Then I’ll need you to help me.” She crawled forward, twisting to avoid the still-orange ends of wire.

Beyond, a narrow path of stone led between rows and rows of brass plaques. Each plaque had been affixed to a rectangle of granite and contained names, dates and sometimes engraved messages too. The Keep’s cemetery was just as sparingly lit as the city’s, with only a sweet scent to suggest fresh flowers nearby.

Towering over the graveyard walls stood the Keep itself – giant against a starry sky, with its swirl of white. Twin towers climbed up above the others, yellow light blazing from their tops. People in the city whispered that strange magic went on up there – the dark, unsleeping Soul-Smiths. Those who crafted unstoppable Hunters, creatures to be set upon thieves and murderers.

But they were only stories.

Do you really think that? Bear’s voice was curious.

“I don’t put much stock in the gossip of our customers.”

Yes, but if only half of what they say is true...

“Stop it.” Penny could have continued but a pair of Wardens strode into view on the wall above. Swords swung from their hips and they spoke softly as they walked, armour clinking. She shrank against the stone but none bothered to look down to the graves below.

Once they were gone, she darted forward. Her soft shoes made little sound on the paved stone, but the repair in the sole seemed to be coming loose. At the opposite end of the cemetery, twin oaks guarded a gate – not unlike the one leading into the graveyard from the city, only this gate featured the royal seal; the three peaks of the Chalk Mountains.

Penny placed a hand on the cold steel.

A curse echoed from above. She flinched. Thumping steps rang across the battlements. Had she been spotted? It couldn’t have been the same Wardens from before, surely? Penny stumbled back, only for tree roots to tangle her feet. She thumped to the ground – and the earth gave way beneath her.

Penny fell into blackness with a shout.
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Penny groaned up at the small square of starlight. What....? She winced as she sat up, spitting dirt. Bruises along her side ached as she lifted her arms to brush dirt and dry leaves from her clothing and hair – and for once, having short hair was a blessing; it wasn’t tangled nor clogged with grime.

A nice change from being told her hair looked ugly, too.

Anything broken? Bear asked.

“No. But my backside hurts. Look how far we slid.”

Better than falling.

“Do you think anyone heard?”

I don’t know. But you’d better hurry, this could be bad.

Penny shifted her weight, hand scraping against stone – smooth and square. What was cut stone doing down beneath the oak? Unless it was part of a grave? Or a tomb? She shivered. “Hurry where?”

Just start moving.

“Fine.” She explored in the dark, moving slowly. More pieces of cut stone. Set close together. Like a floor? She ran her hands along earthen walls next, and over tendrils of roots, until she hit something harder, smoother. Wood.

A support beam? “Bear, there’s something here.”

It’s a tunnel.

“Are you sure?” She paused, heart skipping a beat. “Will it collapse?”

It probably would have done so already.

From above, distant voices called to one another. Had they heard the collapsing earth after all? Or her cry of shock? It seemed so loud. The square of starlight had been pretty far above... but the light was growing.

If they find you, it might be worse than the royal prison. Bear’s voice held a note of concern.

“Why? We haven’t done anything.”

Haven’t you? How will you explain the way you entered the Keep? And the melted grating?

The light grew brighter.

Bear was right – he almost always was. “Oh.” Penny crawled faster, moving deeper into the darkness, a heavy shadow which seemed to wrap her body. Only a little further and the tunnel widened. No more roots overhead, no more earth beneath her knees. Just smooth stone and her breathing.

She stood slowly, waving her hands above her head.

Not even the hint of a roof. She took several steps to one side before reaching stone. The passage was wide enough for a cart. “Where are we, Bear?”

Beneath the cemetery.

“That helps.”

Let’s keep walking and find out. Besides, the Wardens might not be able to squeeze through the hole you made, but if they’re suspicious they could send a Chaser down after you. And you know how sharp their claws can be.

“Stop trying to scare me,” she snapped, and gave the locket a squeeze. He’d been smiling – or he would have been if he had a real face. Bear didn’t answer but she quickened her step anyway, hands outstretched. She did remember the Chasers; their brown fur was deceptively soft but their clawed feet – all six of them – were not.

The tunnel soon sloped down, and she slowed. A faint green glow waited ahead, the deep colour a little hard to distinguish from shadow.

Easy now.

She crept forward. Light grew, and though the colour was a deep, forest-green, it soon became bright enough to make out her raised hands. That, and the sharp drop from a wide set of stairs at her feet. A ceiling of stone waited high above; she’d not have been able to reach it, even if she jumped.

Penny took the first step, her eyes still adjusting, and then another, arm outstretched to touch the wall. She continued at a steady pace, finally reaching the bottom where a second passage waited – the green glow pouring forth from within. “Who could be down here?” she asked.

Carefully, Penny.

His words urged caution, but had there been a hint of something else in them? Excitement? Or had she imagined that? “Right.”

She crept along the corridor until it opened into a wide, domed cavern.

Penny gasped.

The green glow shone from a huge dais in the centre of the room – but it stood empty. “Where does the light come from?”

Let’s take a look.

She crossed the cavern and the polished floor itself seemed to hold the glow. The dais reached her knee and amazingly, it lay covered in moss. Every part of the surface... just soft, green moss. She reached out and rested her hand on the surface.

“What is this place?”

I have no idea. Bear’s voice was quiet. What’s that in the centre?

Something white lay partially concealed in the moss.

Penny lifted her leg then stopped. She bent to remove her shoes and socks first, setting them beside one another before the dais.

What are you doing that for?

“I don’t want to break up the moss too much.”

Bear chuckled. She sniffed in response as she climbed up. The moss was soft and cool, but firm beneath her toes. Treading softly, she reached the centre and crouched over the white object where it lay in the moss. A tooth? Yet it was too large, longer than her hand from palm to fingertip.

She lifted it with a shiver. “What creature could be so big?”

A dragon is my guess.

“But weren’t they all captured or killed for their scales?”

Yes, the vast majority before you were born, Penny. And now Bear’s voice bore a trace of sadness.

“Then you really think it’s a dragon’s tooth? Should I put it back?”

I do and no, I think you should take it.

“But won’t that be... wrong somehow?”

It’s very valuable. And if a dragon used to live here, she’s not going to miss it now. Look around, this place is empty.

Perhaps Bear was right... Penny put the tooth in a pocket with a small smile. A real dragon’s tooth! Amazing. And she’d keep it for now – unless she found a reason to put it back, of course.

Penny left the dais, put her socks and shoes back on and completed a circuit of the cavern. The walls were lined with trees – only each tree was frozen in stone – as if growing from the very walls. No dead leaves or branches littered the floor, but the bark was detailed enough to seem real, little buds and veins visible in the leaves too.

“Who made this place? Do you think the king knows about it?”

He probably knows. As to who made it, well, that I couldn’t even begin to guess. Can you feel how old it is?

“Older than you?”

He chuckled. Doubtless.

Penny continued her walk, finally stopping before an opening. It lay directly opposite the entryway, only no light waited inside. Just more shadows here. She hesitated. “Should I go in?”

Unless you want to go back and try your luck climbing out of the hole, I don’t think you have a choice.

Bear had a point. She strode into the shadowy opening, finally slowing when the glow at her back disappeared.

The darkness carried on and soon enough, she had to walk with one hand trailing the wall again. No openings appeared and no light revealed itself. Would the inky shadows go on forever? The regular soft scrape of her shoes on stone didn’t change until she kicked something hard. Penny growled, then lifted her foot again – bringing it down on a flat surface. Raised.

More steps.

She started up. “This might be a way out.”

Let’s hope so, Bear said. I can hear your stomach rumbling from here.

He was right. Sneaking in to the Keep then entering the tunnel and finding the wondrous room had driven hunger away for a little while, but the dull ache rushed back with a deep rumble to fill her stomach.

She continued her climb and when faint light finally appeared above, Penny quickened her pace.

Slow down.

“I just want to get out and find something to eat.”

She crested the landing and paused. Light bled from a crack in the roof. Voices murmured above and she stepped to the opposite wall, creeping past. The passage ended with a giant door of heavy iron. Deep grooves covered the surface... giant claw marks? She reached out a shaking hand to touch. “Bear, do you see this?”

Of course.

“What happened down here?”

Steel clanged.

Penny jumped. It was the sound of a bolt being slid free. She stumbled back, spinning to sprint away – only to trip in her haste. Penny crashed to the floor as the door ground open.

“Wha... Hey! What are you doing here?” A voice boomed.

She scrambled to her feet, catching only a glimpse of Wardens, silvery armour flashing beneath lamplight, as she ran.

Her heart thumped against her chest as footsteps echoed after, but she reached the stair and started down. Maybe there was a chance she’d be able to – a hand closed over her shoulder, jerking her back up.

“I don’t think so, girl.”

The Warden caught her by the wrist then, and spun her around.

His bearded face was set in a deep frown. She kicked at his knee but he simply turned his thigh and her blow thudded uselessly. The man lifted her up, dumping her across his shoulder. Air whooshed from her lungs. By the time she caught her breath, they were already in a bright corridor. Penny struggled to knee him, or at least lay into his back with her fists, but he held her tight, ignoring her blows.

“She’s spirited,” a voice said.

“Fast too,” her captor replied. “Surprised there really was someone down there.”

A third voice gave a low whistle. “Guess that report from the cemetery was true, then.”

“What do we do with her?” the man holding Penny asked. She twisted her torso and neck. Her half-upside-down view revealed bare walls of stone. Two men sat at a table. One had been reading a book – Tiran’s Adventures in the Singing Sea.

What a useless thing to notice!

“Just take her to the dungeon and be done with it. She shouldn’t be down here, anyway.”

A chill ran along her spine.

The Warden hesitated. “She’s a bit young for that, isn’t she? Not sure I want to put a girl in there with those scum.”

The guard with the book shrugged. “Let someone else worry about that.”

“The decision’s on your head, then.”

“I don’t care.”

The man started up the stairs. Penny thumped against his broad back once more. Not the dungeon. She had to escape. Somehow. Whatever it took... even if that meant using her Fire-Hands.

Penny stopped fighting. Instead, she pushed the heat from her torso toward her hands, slowly, little by little.

Don’t be a fool. Bear’s voice was sharp. If you do that, they’ll do more than put you in the dungeon.
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