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Chapter One The Dagger
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I run as fast as I can down the slippery, dark backstreet. Rain gushes along a central gutter, funneled by the overhanging eaves of the two-story buildings. Behind me, boots pound the pavement. Voices shout.

“Stop, thief!” one of them yells.

They must have seen me bolt. I spot a narrow alley between buildings and dart into it, nearly losing my footing. I keep going, fingers skimming along wet stone until I find a tight gap. I turn sideways, squeeze through—and luck is with me. The passage opens up into a narrow corridor of shadow.

“Where did he go?”

“Don’t know. It’s black as pitch in there.”

I hear them fumbling in the dark, groping at the walls.

“Where are you, thief?” As if I’d answer.

“I think he gave us the slip. Let’s keep moving.”

Their footsteps fade into the storm.

Crouching low, I fight to steady my breath. Carefully, I pull the jeweled dagger from my tunic. In the dim trickle of light, the golden hilt gleams, studded with dull red gems. Maybe I can fence it. Maybe it’ll keep the hunger at bay.

A low growl rumbles beside me.

I freeze.

Only now do I notice the mound of fur, large and breathing slow and deep. “At least you didn’t squash my tail,” says a voice—inside my head.

I stare. The dog stares back.

I can hear you, I think, uncertain.

A second growl. This one wary.

I slowly extend my hand, offering my scent. A cold nose probes the air, then brushes my fingers.

“Hmph. You’re as hungry as I am,” says the voice. “You had meat two days ago.”

I reach again, fingers trembling, but a sharp growl halts me.

“Did you squeeze in here too?” I ask, thinking the words more than speaking them.

“For the same reason,” comes the gruff reply. “Except I had a chicken.”

“Too fat to get out?”

“Not anymore. It passed through.”

I sniff. A faint sour stench lingers deeper in the alley.

We sit in silence for a while, side by side in the dark. The dog shifts, then gently nudges my hand. This time, I touch its head. My fingers sink into warm, thick fur at the neck. A quiet bond stirs—slow, steady, like rain easing after a storm.

Eventually, I rise. Reaching up, I find a ledge, pull myself up, and stretch. The dog stands, stretches long and low, front legs then back. Overhead, a sliver of sky glows—the first hint of dawn.

I slip out into the alley, moving quickly away from the scene of last night’s theft. A flicker in the corner of my eye makes me stop.

No one there.

I glance down. The black dog sits at my feet, tail tapping the ground like an impatient human foot.

“You following me?”

“Nothing better to do.”

“Alright. Let’s go.”

We brave the wide and waking Main Street. Wagons rattle by, hooves clatter. The scent of rain mingles with rising bread. Vendors sweep their stalls and greet each other. Barrows overflow with fresh vegetables, fruit, and meat.

We skirt the town square and head toward the canal, where barges unload crates and voices bounce off the stone walls. We pass beneath a low footbridge. Drunks snore in the shadows of lean-tos. A sagging collection of crates and tarps form a shanty village nearby.

Among the clutter—an old wagon wheel, split timbers, broken furniture—I spot a man slouched in a battered chair. He watches me approach. One eye squints directly at me. The other drifts somewhere behind my shoulder.

“Pierre,” he says, standing. “What’ve you got?”

“Hello, Squint.”

I pull the dagger from my tunic. Its jeweled handle flashes in the dim morning light.

Squint whistles low. “That’s fancy. But hard to move. I can’t give you much.”

“Whatever you think is fair.”

He digs into his coat and counts out ten copper coins. I pocket them. Hunger drowns my caution.

I head back toward the square, stomach growling. The smell of roast pork hooks my nose. A huge man sits on a bench with an iron cashbox chained to it.
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“How much for a lower leg joint?” I ask.

“Five,” he grunts. He catches me eyeing the box. “Touch it and I’ll break your arm.”

I hand him five coins and take the meat. With the rest, I buy a crusty breadstick and a large juicy apple.

At the fountain, I sit and eat. Steam rises from the meat. My stomach settles.

Drool pools near my feet.

The dog stares.

I slice the bread, stuff in the last strip of meat, and hand him the bone. He takes it and trots off.

The voice in my head is gone.

I drink from the fountain, then cross the footbridge. On the opposite bank, Squint waves at me. I wave back.

I find a quiet spot beneath a weeping willow. I finish the apple, lick juice from my fingers, and drift into sleep.

A sharp kick on the sole of my foot jerks me awake.

A huge man stands over me, blocking the sun.

“I want a word with you, boy,” he says, yanking me to my feet. He waves the jeweled dagger in front of my face. “Seen this before?”

“No,” I lie, struggling in his grip.

“Funny. Your friend over there says different.”

I look toward the bridge. Squint leans on the railing, flipping a gold coin. He pockets it and strolls off.

Bastard.

The peacekeeper sneers. “Looks like you’ve got some explaining to do, sonny.” He clamps a hand on the back of my neck and marches me away.

Shame burns in my chest. People jeer. Someone spits at my feet.

The lockup rises ahead—a squat, grim building with a crooked stable on one side and a mess room tacked on the other.

The peacekeeper shoves me through the door into a cramped foyer. Wooden benches line the walls.

A short man with a potbelly and a rodent face stands up.

“Lord Glamier,” the peacekeeper says. “Here’s your stolen property—and your thief.” He gives me a shake, like I’m a game animal he just caught and killed.

“Shall we?” he says, opening the inner door.

Lord Glamier nods.

We go inside.
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Chapter Two Consequences
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“Throw, you thought you could steal from me, did you?” lisps Lord Glamier, trying to look down his nose at me.

I glance down, shaking my head, biting my tongue to stifle a laugh.

Too late—he’s already seen the grin I failed to hide.

“Oh, you think it’s funny, do you?”

“No,” I say, reckless now. “I’ve never met a talking rabbit before.”

The peacekeeper beside him snorts before quickly stifling it, eyes darting nervously to Glamier.

Glamier’s nostrils flare. His lips peel back in a snarl, showing every inch of those oversized, yellowed buck teeth.

“How dare you inth-ult me!” he screeches, his voice rising to a shrill whine. “Pea-th-keeper, hold hi-th hand down. I’ll teach thi-th brat a leath-on.”

The peacekeeper doesn’t hesitate. His hands are iron as he slams me chest-first onto the table, wrenching one arm behind my back. My other hand is pinned, palm-down on the scarred wooden table.

“Wait—” I twist, heart hammering, breath catching in my throat. “You don’t have to—”

The dagger flashes. Glamier draws it with a flourish, letting the lamplight dance along its edge. My stomach knots. I can’t look away.

“Thieves, get, marked,” he hisses, stepping closer.

Then the tip kisses my skin.

It’s cold at first. Just a whisper of metal. Then it bites.

A sharp line of pain streaks across the back of my hand as blood wells up. I grit my teeth hard enough to crack one. My vision blurs.

He pauses. Looks me in the eye.
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Then he presses harder.

I suck in a breath as the blade carves deeper, slower. He’s not cutting—he’s etching. My skin peels back in a thin red line as he drags the blade downward, turning the cut into a shape. A letter.

My legs go weak. I want to scream, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.

He finishes with a flick of his wrist and steps back like a proud artist, holding the dagger up effeminately.

“In ca-th you didn’t know,” he says, beaming, “that is the letter, tee, for thief. Thatch what you are.”

The pain pulses, deep and hot. I clench my jaw, but a grunt slips out as fire lances through my hand.

I taste copper. Realize I’ve bitten my tongue.

––––––––
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The peacekeeper lets go of me, grabs the back of my collar, and throws me into an empty cell. The door slams shut behind me with a final clang.

“Wait, I wrath not finished!” Glamier protests.

“Apologies, my lord,” the peacekeeper says. “But we don’t usually torture petty criminals in this town.”

“I own thi-th town!” Glamier squawks.

“Not all of it, my lord.” The peacekeeper gestures toward the door. “Unless there’s more business?”

With an outraged huff, Glamier raises his nose and storms out.

A voice calls from the adjacent cell. “What a despicable, inbred twat. You alright in there?”

“I’ll live,” I mutter.

“Name’s Jack.”

“Pierre.”

“Well met, lad. That Glamier family’s got a lot to answer for, y’know.”

“I don’t know much about them. Just that they own all the land in and around the town.”

“You never heard of Falandor Glamier? Crusader and founder of this town?”

“The name rings a bell. That’s all.”

Jack leans closer to the bars. “Then I’ve got a story for you.”

“Four hundred years ago, Falandor came back from the crusades with a wagon full of stolen gold, gems, and rare goods. Built the church spire and bell house to glorify the spread of Christianity. People flocked to the village for work and peace, and never left.

He built the castle up on the ridge. Took a young wife, wanted an heir. She died in childbirth. Married again, found real love, and had three daughters—but still no son.

When his wife became pregnant again, he prayed for a boy. She died giving birth to another girl. That broke him. Turned bitter. Started drinking. Ignored the fourth daughter—sickly, quiet. Blamed her for his wife’s death. Then came madness. He convinced himself his eldest daughter was his dead wife reborn. Obsessed. She bore him a son. He was ecstatic. The others, jealous, did the same. Each one gave birth to sons, all carrying the Glamier name.

To stop the infighting, Falandor divided the land between the boys. The daughters built great Houses and left him to rot.

Only the youngest stayed. She nursed him, kept him alive well past a hundred. Had a gift for animals, they say. After his death, she lived alone in the ruined castle, crafting exquisite jewelry and weapons with the blacksmith’s help.

Rumors of witchcraft spread. Her nephews came with torches, saw her work, killed her for it, and burned the castle. Claimed she’d attacked them and accidentally set the fire herself.”

“Is that story true?” I ask.

“As true as my family line. My ancestors helped build that castle.”

“So why are you in here?”

“Sometimes I drink and talk too much about the Glamier family. Next thing I know, I’m accused of blasphemy and tossed in here.”
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