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    To my mother, for being the first to believe. 
 
    

  

  
  
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo stopped and leaned against the side of the shed wall. With his gift he could feel them now. Four, no, five bodies just around the corner. 
 
    Raj and his minions. He crept forward in a crouch, quiet and listening. 
 
    “I told you before, pretty boy, Layla is my girl, you should have stayed away from her.” It was Raj’s voice. Theo could tell from the slight whistle sound at the end of some words. 
 
    “Your girl? I didn’t know you owned her. How much did she cost?” The second voice was Jayson, sounding as confident as ever. 
 
    Theo peered around the corner of the shed, just in time to see Raj drive a fist into Jayson’s stomach. Theo’s best friend doubled over and let out a low moan. Two of Raj’s minions were holding Jayson’s arms and a third was standing to the side, a smug look on his face as he watched the beating. 
 
    “The girls might like you now, but when I’m done with you, you’ll be lucky if they can even look at you without throwing up their lunch,” Raj taunted, motioning to the two holding Jayson and raising his fist again. 
 
    Theo felt uncontained anger pour through his body. Without stopping to think about any kind of tactic, he charged around the corner, sprinting straight at the leader of the bullies. 
 
    Jayson’s eyes went wide, “Theo, no! Stay out of this!” 
 
    Theo wasn’t listening, his eyes fastened on Raj. He hit the other boy, leading with his shoulder expecting to knock Raj to the ground. Unfortunately he’d underestimated just how much bigger and heavier than him Raj was and the force of his body only sent the bully stumbling back a few steps. 
 
    “Ah, pretty boy’s scrawny little sidekick. I was wondering when you were going to show up,” Raj looked between Theo and Jayson, grinning his bucktoothed grin. 
 
    “Leave him alone Raj, this is about Layla. Theo had nothing to do with that,” Jayson said.  
 
    “Scrawny boy here decided to butt his head into this. Literally. I’d say he is a part of it now,” Raj turned to face Theo, bunching both hands into fists. 
 
    Theo, looked up and met the other boy’s eyes, his own face twisting into a snarl. In that moment he hated Raj. Hated that he was bigger, hated that he was stronger. Theo hated that he could walk around the estate, bullying the other kids and taking whatever he wanted, hated that no one ever stood up to him. 
 
    Well, I will. Theo let out a rage-fill scream and swung a fist at Raj, hitting him in the stomach. Raj flinched and staggered, then caught his balance and began to laugh. 
 
    “That’s it? Even girls hit harder than that.” 
 
    Theo snarled and swung again. This time Raj was ready. 
 
    The bigger boy dodged and an instant later Theo felt the bully’s fist collide with his cheek. His vision went black and he felt a pain like someone had hurled a brick at him. Theo blinked several times, realizing he was lying on his back in the dirt with Raj sitting on top of him. He awkwardly swung a fist up, but the other boy batted it away, laughing. 
 
    “Get off him!” he heard Jayson yell. 
 
    “Shut it pretty boy, you’ll get yours next,” Raj raised a hand and slammed it down on the other side of Theo’s face. 
 
    He felt an explosion of pain that reverberated through his skull. He raised his arms to try and protect himself, but Raj’s fist smashed right through Theo’s sad defense. At first each blow was a jolt of pain, but as the punches kept coming Theo started to feel numb—just a dull throbbing in his face. Somewhere in the background he could vaguely hear Jayson shouting something, but it was coming from far away. Finally the darkness began to close in on him, pulling Theo into its quiet peaceful void. 
 
    Theo sat bolt upright, sending droplets of sweat across the bed. His hand went to his face, feeling the scar that ran from his lower lip to the bottom of his pointed chin. It was itching, the way it did whenever something was stressing him out. He rubbed at the jagged line of tissue, trying to focus his still half-asleep mind. 
 
    Dreaming. Theo wondered if it was normal to relive memories in your dreams. Usually, his dreams seemed to be a random mess of unrealistic situations. He grabbed a fistful of bedding and used it to wipe the moisture from his face, noticing the light coming through the window. Morning already? It felt like he’d fallen asleep just minutes before. The trip from his father’s estate to Alanthos had apparently worn him out more than he’d thought. 
 
    Theo threw his legs over the side of the bed, looking around the unfamiliar room. It was the spare bedroom of Jayson’s apartment. It was a very nice room, furnished with expensive-looking bamboo and wood furniture. The artist guild clearly paid their star actor well. 
 
    Theo could feel a body in the hallway moving towards his room. A second later Jayson appeared in his doorway. Theo was still getting used to how grown Jayson looked since the last time he’d seen his friend. Jayson had left the country estate when he was sixteen, almost six years ago. The person looking at him now was no longer a teenager. Jayson’s jaw had thickened even more, becoming square and angular. His black hair was cut in the style Theo had seen many men around the city wearing—short around the sides and longer on top. Despite the very non-taxing work of acting, Jayson had developed a broad-shouldered, muscular frame, visible even under the black and gold tunic he was wearing. Theo felt jealousy twist in his gut. He’d hoped that with time his body would mature and catch up to his friend’s. Instead, it seemed like the opposite had happened. 
 
    “Good. You’re already awake. I won’t have to start banging pans together,” Jayson said, His brown eyes sparking with that same youthful energy Theo had seen so many times back at the estate. 
 
    “Uh oh…” Theo said, “That’s the look you used to have when you were thinking of some scheme. The kind of scheme that would end with us in serious trouble or pain. Most likely both.” 
 
    Jayson laughed, a deep booming sound, “Scheme? Come on, Theo, we aren’t kids anymore. I’ve matured past all of that.” 
 
    “Sure you have,” Theo grunted, but he found himself smiling. Jayson had an uncanny ability to put everyone around him in a good mood. Theo sometimes wondered if his friend was secretly gifted. Unlike Theo’s extra sense, charisma was nebulous and almost impossible to quantify, making it hard to tell natural charm from supernatural persuasion. Jayson always denied there was anything special about his prowess and Theo had seen enough people annoyed or upset with the man to believe he was telling the truth. Still, he sometimes wondered. 
 
    “Hurry and get dressed, I want to get to the market before all the spine fruit is sold out,” Jayson said. He disappeared back into the hall, but then his head popped back into view, “There’s a suit in the dresser. I didn’t know your exact measurements so I had to guess. Give it a try if you want.” He disappeared again and this time Theo felt his body move back down the hall towards his own room. 
 
    Theo opened the dresser and found the suit Jayson was talking about. It was green with some silver. Theo frowned at it. Not my style. 
 
    He threw on a tunic, trousers and boots that he had brought with him, grabbing a towel the maid had laid out the night before and using it to dry the sweaty red mess that was his hair. He ran his hand through it a few times, hoping it looked vaguely groomed, then headed for the front door of the apartment, finding Jayson waiting outside. 
 
    “Another day in Alanthos, the world’s greatest city,” Jayson said, taking a deep breath in through his nose. 
 
    Theo grunted, squinting and holding a hand up to block the sudden brightness. He still didn’t quite feel fully awake. Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the sunlight and he let them open completely. His gaze was immediately drawn to a tower, standing far above any other structure around it. It had been dark the night before when he’d arrived in the city and he hadn’t gotten a look at any of the famed Alanthos architecture. 
 
    “The Tower Academe,” Jayson said. “I imagine the view from the top is breathtaking.” 
 
    “You’ve never been to the top?” 
 
    “Haven’t even been inside. The academy is strict on who they let in. With my connections, I might be able to pull some strings, but never had much of a reason to go over there. I’m busy enough with the guild and acting.” 
 
    Theo studied the tower’s impressive architecture. It was built of white stone, getting smaller and smaller the higher he looked. At the very top he could see what seemed to be an observation area, with large rounded windows. 
 
    “Plenty of time to stare at it later, spine fruit awaits,” Jayson said, giving him a pat on the back that turned into a gentle shove down the street. 
 
    Theo returned his gaze to street level, suddenly noticing the many bodies moving around him. His heartbeat went from a lazy thump to a staccato as his sense started to become overwhelmed. His throat tightened and he swallowed, trying to keep his breaths coming evenly as the crowd grew thicker. 
 
    “Theo?” Jayson was looking at him, concerned. “You look a little pale.” 
 
    “I’m…” his breath was starting to come in gasps. He didn’t know if he’d ever felt so many bodies pressed together so closely before. 
 
    Jayson’s eyes widened, “Your sense?” He looked around the street, “There.” He started guiding Theo through the crowd, parting bodies with his big frame. Jayson dodged a merchant carrying a large keg and pulled Theo after him, stepping through the door of a shop. 
 
    A bit of the claustrophobic pressure lessened as some space was put between him and the crowd. Theo moved away from the wall adjacent to the street, trying to take slow deep breaths. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t think about…that,” Jayson said, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Theo waited a few more breaths before responding, “It’s okay. I wasn’t ready for so many people so close together either. It’s…strong.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me, Theo. You can wait at the apartment.” 
 
    Theo took another breath, “No, no, I’ll be alright. Let’s just make it quick, and try not to spend too much time on the street.” 
 
    Jayson’s eyes narrowed, “You’re sure?” 
 
    Theo clenched his jaw and stood up straight, shoulders back, “I’m sure.” 
 
    He didn’t feel sure, but he wasn’t going to become a burden for Jayson on his first day in the city. He would handle it. 
 
    Jayson gave him a lopsided smile, “Alright then.” 
 
    They continued on with Jayson's errands, first stopping in the fresh market, then southeast to the banking district where he made a deposit. Jayson did his best to lead them through side streets and alleys, avoiding large clumps of people when possible and moving quickly when not. Theo felt some guilt at his friend’s accommodations but had to admit that it helped with the feeling of drowning in bodies. Theo was starting to handle the overstimulation better now that he was prepared, but extra thick crowds still caused a flutter of panic in his chest. 
 
    Despite their hurry, or maybe because of their out-of-the-way routes, the sun was starting to drop by the time they made it back to the apartment. 
 
      
 
    A light breeze blew through the trees, rustling branches and causing the few beams of sunlight to waver. Theo breathed in the forest air, letting it fill his lungs before sighing it out along with the stress of the day.  He had envied Jayson, who seemed to gain momentum and energy the longer they’d been out in the city. That life fit him like a tailored Chaskian glove. Theo had survived the city crowds, but it had drained him and worn his nerves raw. 
 
    You’re supposed to be relaxing, Theo. He sighed then took in another breath of fresh woodland air. On top of the stress from the day, Jayson had somehow convinced him to attend a party. 
 
    He’d agreed, only on the condition that he had time alone to rest and relax his mind. So, at Jayson’s suggestion, he’d come here, out the northwest gate to the mix of bamboo clumps and ironwood trees that the Alanthians called Stillwood. 
 
    He began walking down the worn dirt path, bamboo forming natural walls on either side as he moved in deeper. The sounds of bird chatter and crickets played together, creating a soothing semi-musical blend. Theo’s mind began to slip backwards in time, to climbing trees with Jayson behind his father’s country estate, or hiding among the lily pads in the pond, failing again and again to catch the slippery yellowbacks. There was the time he had played lookout while Jayson snuck into the serving girls’ room. 
 
    Theo let out a snort at the last memory—Jayson and him being chased out of the building by a stool-wielding senior maid. She had been terrifyingly fast for someone so old. Of course, that particular failure had done nothing to deter Jayson from forming a dozen more infiltration plans. Theo passed an ironwood tree whose branches drooped like a canopy over the narrow path. He reached up and plucked a low-hanging leaf, studying the oddly circular shape. He struggled to remember the reason for the shape, but failed. It had been years since his last botany lesson—not that he’d ever paid much attention. Trees were for climbing or supplying branches for mock sword fights. 
 
    Theo had just shrugged and tossed the branch away, when a high-pitched sound caught his attention, a sound quite distinct from the birds and crickets. He turned, focusing his gift, feeling for something living. His sense didn't feel animals as strongly as people, but he could still tell something was there, the faint sensation of some animal hiding amongst the bamboo. Theo pushed his way through the stalks, bending them aside to make space. A voice in the back of his mind wondered if stepping off the path after some unknown animal was wise, but he ignored that voice, curiosity winning out over caution. The sound came again, much louder now, and Theo stopped abruptly, his extra sense telling him that the animal was on the ground, right in front him. He bent down, pushing aside stalks of tall grass, careful not to stick his hand too close to whatever was hiding inside. His eyes went wide as he saw the furry body. It was unmistakable with its grey and blue coloration and the flexible, muscular tail that stretched out longer than the rest of its body. A cyvoth. A cub, only a few weeks old by the looks of it. 
 
    “What happened to you, little guy?” Theo said, slowly extending his hand to brush the soft fur of the animal’s side. It watched him with one eye as it lay on its side, letting out a weak mew but making no effort to get away from his touch. A pang of empathy pulled on Theo’s heart. “You’re half-starved. More than half it looks like.” He could see its small ribs now, pressing out against the thin fur that covered even thinner skin. Abandoned? He began scratching the cyvoth behind its oversized ears, looking over the anjimal’s body. A male. He reached out with his sense to see if there was anything else nearby. He felt nothing bigger than mice and squirrels. The animal mewed louder in response to his scratching. Theo’s mind began arguing with him even as he made the decision. What the hell are you doing? You have no idea how to take care of a cyvoth. Besides it’s a wild animal, a predator. And what will Jayson think? His friend probably wasn't going to like him bringing some dirty, feral thing into his clean expensive apartment. Then again, Jayson was always looking for what was new and interesting. A cyvoth cub was certainly both. Theo reached out and gently lifted the cub, holding it close to his chest and stroking the blue fur of its head to keep it calm. “Shhh,” he said, as it gave a frightened mew and struggled weakly. He could feel its tiny heart pounding in terror. “Shhh.” After several moments he felt the cyvoth relax, vibrating as it began to purr against his body, “There, much better. Now, let’s find you something to eat.” 
 
      
 
    “Jayson?” Theo called as he closed the door of his friend’s apartment behind him. No answer. He felt for a body but the apartment was empty of living things. He moved for his bedroom but stopped, seeing a note resting on the small table. He grabbed it and scanned quickly. It was from Jayson, saying that he was at the party and that Theo should join him as soon as he got back. There was also an invitation. A small bit of reed paper with a stamp on one side.  He stuffed the invitation into a pocket and moved to the pantry, looking for something the cyvoth cub might be interested in, settling on the container of fresh hornjaw milk Jayson had bought at the market earlier that day. He grabbed a bowl and poured a bit of milk into it before setting the small animal down. Instantly the cub seemed to perk up, lifting his head and sniffing the air, mewing several times. Theo slid the bowl closer and the cyvoth poked his head over to investigate the contents. As soon as the animal took its first tentative lick of milk, it went wild, pushing itself up from its side and lapping frantically at the thick white liquid. Theo watched in amazement as it finished off what he’d put in the bowl in mere moments, looking up at him and mewing for more, with milk coating the fur of its tiny jaw. Theo obliged, pouring more in this time, the cub impatiently butting its head in and getting a stream of milk in its face. The cyvoth finished off the second serving of milk—a bit slower this time—then began to clean itself, first licking its paws and then rubbing them on its face, trying unsuccessfully to get to the milk sticking to its head. Theo snorted, watching it try to reach its tongue up over its snout. 
 
    “Feeling better?” In response, the cyvoth stretched its body out, wagging its thick tail and watching Theo with what seemed to be an almost human-like understanding. “Well, now that you are happy, I need to be heading to this party.” The cyvoth mewed then sat back on its hind legs. “No, you can’t come with me. You’ll have to stay here until I get back,” Theo looked around the apartment. He hadn’t thought much about that. After a moment of contemplation, he decided to leave the cub in his bedroom with the door closed and the window shut. It would be alright for a few hours. Probably. 
 
      
 
    Theo stepped into the main hall of the manor, wincing as he felt the mass of bodies press on his mind. It was hard to describe how a crowd felt. It was like being squeezed into a too-small space. Trapped, with his arms and legs pinned, barely able to move. Those born with unique abilities were considered to be blessed. The story went that these people carried a small piece of the saints within their bodies. Right now, Theo mostly just felt like he had an invisible handicap. 
 
    “Your coat, sir?” 
 
    “What?” Theo turned to see a servant—a wrinkled old man with a neatly-trimmed beard—standing there, holding out an arm. 
 
    “Your coat,” the man repeated slowly, as though speaking to a child. 
 
    “Yes, right,” Theo quickly removed his coat while glancing around the hall, seeing if his awkwardness had drawn any attention. Luckily, none of the nearby guests seemed to be even slightly interested in him. 
 
    “And invitation, if you please.” 
 
    He fumbled around in his pocket until he found the crumpled bit of paper and handed it to the servant along with his coat. He took several tentative steps into the hall, taking in all of the sights and sounds. 
 
     The men around him wore slim-fitting suits of muted greens, blues, and grays—the popular military style of Borlea. Theo glanced down, suddenly conscious of his own suit. It was the green and silver one Jayson had left for him. He pulled on the collar to try and loosen it but that made the armpits ride up uncomfortably. Theo tried adjusting it a few more times before giving up. He was just going to have to accept feeling like he was wearing a straitjacket. 
 
    Unlike the men, the women that Theo could see were dressed in rich colorful dresses, strutting around like longbeaks during mating season. He watched as couples moved and mingled, the sounds of a hundred different conversations blurring together and filling the large space with a constant murmur. Theo felt a tightness in his chest and reached up to scratch the scar on his chin. He fought the urge to turn and walk right back out the hall entrance, and instead tried to distract himself by searching for a familiar face. 
 
    “Theo! Finally!” The powerful voice cut through the hum of conversation. Theo turned to see Jayson, tall and regal-looking as ever, walking towards him, this time in a green suit that matched his own. The tall man was leading two young women, one on each arm. 
 
     Of course he is, the handsome bastard. Theo felt some annoyance at Jayson’s ease with women, but mostly he felt relieved to see someone familiar. The muscle of Jayson’s wide jaw flexed for a moment before relaxing into the beginnings of a smile. The smile became a full grin as Jayson stopped in front of Theo who felt the same expression breaking out on his own face, the moment of jealously fading. He wasn’t sure if it was possible to dislike his friend for more than a few seconds at a time. 
 
    “Back from your nature walk, I see. How was tree whispering? Any juicy gossip?” Jayson asked. The woman on his left laughed, while the one on his right smiled then covered her mouth with a hand, looking down at her feet. 
 
    “They said to let you know you aren’t as clever and charming as you think,” he replied, struggling to turn his smile into a smug look. 
 
    “Ha!” Jayson said, extracting himself from the ladies and moving to drape an arm around Theo. “Well, I think I’m still ahead of most of the competition here tonight. What do you think, ladies?” 
 
    The shy one smiled but said nothing. The other rolled her eyes, though Theo could tell she was fighting off her own smile. 
 
    “Oh right, introductions. Ladies, this is my closest friend, a man I’ve known since we were both about as tall as my knee, Theolon Anamanth. Call him Theo, though.” Jayson leaned towards the women like he was sharing a secret, “He doesn’t like his full name for some reason.” Theo shot him a glare but Jayson wasn’t paying attention, “Theo, meet these two noble beauties, Annamara Silvermoor and Shaya Castell.” 
 
    Theo smiled and nodded to them. The shy one is named Shaya. Should be easy to remember. He was suddenly painfully aware that both women were watching him as if they expected a response. He resisted the sudden urge to scratch at his scar. 
 
    Theo cleared his throat awkwardly, “A pleasure, ladies,” then felt like he should add something else. “Are you both from Alanthos?” Theo cringed internally as he said the words. Where else would they be from? Annamara laughed loudly. It was a warm bubbly laugh that made Theo relax a bit. 
 
    “I think I am going to like your friend, Jayson. He might be funnier than you. Oh, and you can just call me Annie,” Annamara said. 
 
    Theo felt his face grow hot, forcing a smile back at Annie and hoping the flush wasn’t noticeable. By the saints, she is stunning, he realized as he looked at her more closely. She had sea-blue eyes and curly brown hair that was cut in a shorter style, ending just above her shoulders. He met her gaze briefly and she gave a smile like she knew exactly what he was thinking. A single dimple appeared, perfectly centered on her right cheek. 
 
    Theo looked away quickly, his eyes landing on Shaya. She was looking down, taking only occasional glances up at him and Jayson. She was pretty as well, though in a quieter kind of way than Annie. Her hair was silvery white, clearly marking her as Thanian. It was straight with only a hint of a wave as it fell behind her shoulders. Her skin was also lighter than Annie’s caramel color, pale with a hint of pink. For an instant a forgotten image flashed through Theo’s mind. A silver-haired woman, reaching down to him, humming a soft lullaby. 
 
    “Well, are you done gawking, or should I get a refill on my drink while I wait?” Jayson asked.  
 
    Theo felt heat on his cheeks again. In that moment he really wanted to punch Jayson in his too-good-looking face. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Jayson, let him enjoy the view. Isn’t that what parties are for?” Annie said, moving forward and looping a hand through Theo’s arm. “Besides, you never told me your friend was so handsome.” 
 
    Theo wasn’t sure which he liked more, that this very attractive woman was holding on to his arm, or that she thought he was handsome. Handsome? With Jayson here for comparison? Is she blind? He noticed suddenly that Shaya’s cheeks were bright red. He wasn’t sure if it was from Annie's comments or something else that he’d missed. He didn’t have any more time to think though, as Annie tugged him along by the arm. 
 
    “Come on, let me get you a drink. It will do wonders for your nerves,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not ner—” his voice squeaked and he stopped to clear it. “I’m not nervous,” he said, now very conscious of the feeling of the many bodies around him. Not as many as the crowded streets but still more than he was comfortable with. 
 
    Theo allowed himself to be led away. A drink might just be what I need. He turned back one last time to see Jayson wink and nod. 
 
      
 
    With the contents of a glass sitting happily in his stomach and a second in his hand, Theo was beginning to loosen up. 
 
    “Are you enjoying the brandy?” Annie said, watching him as he took another large sip.  
 
    Theo swallowed and looked down at her, nodding.  It was surprisingly smooth, better than anything back at the country estate—most of which had been rice wine. “Good,” Annie smiled. “It’s from father’s personal collection. I picked it out myself.” 
 
    Theo narrowed his eyes, trying to focus through the alcohol. “Silvermoor,” he said, a little too loudly. 
 
    Annie raised an eyebrow and smirked up at him, waiting. “Your father is Lord Silvermoor, the Lord Silvermoor.” Theo felt anxiety returning. What is the daughter of the second most powerful noble in Alanthos doing with me? Lord Silvermoor had made his name investing in grape and rice wines as well as other more exotic alcoholic drinks that had to be imported to the city. 
 
     Annie laughed that lovely laugh of hers, “You’re so very perceptive.” 
 
    Theo straightened his posture, realizing he’d been smiling stupidly down at her. He reached a hand up, pretending to cough while he searched for something intelligent to say. He caught a quick glimpse of Jayson with Shaya on his arm. His friend was surrounded by a group of men and women, his magnetic personality charming everyone that got too close. 
 
    “How do you know Jayson?” Theo asked, the thought slipping right out of his alcohol-loosened mouth. “Are you and him…” 
 
    “Jayson? Oh no,” she laughed. “We are the leads in the upcoming production of Lorthon the Brave. Jayson and I are good friends but nothing more.” She gave him a look that Theo was sure meant something, he just wasn’t sure exactly what. 
 
    “So the daughter of Lord Silvermoor is also a famous actress. Are there any other talents I should know about?” Theo said. 
 
    Annie flushed slightly and smiled. 
 
    Huh. I guess the brandy’s smoothness is rubbing off on me. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say famous. It’s my first leading role. I’m excited but also a bit nervous.” 
 
    “Nervous? A gorgeous woman like you? I don't believe it,” Theo stopped, mouth slightly open, surprised that the words had come out of his mouth. It was exactly the kind of thing Jayson would say. I should get drunk more often. 
 
    Annie slapped him playfully on the arm, “Oh, stop! Now you’re just trying to flatter me,” she said, but her blush betrayed her enjoyment. “So what brings you to Alanthos, Theo? It must be a big change from the country.” 
 
    Theo snorted, “That’s an understatement,” he paused to take another swallow of his drink. “My father wants me to be around the other nobles, to learn the ins and outs of doing business in Alanthos. Nothing very exciting.” 
 
     Annie looped her arm around his. “Come on then. Let me introduce you to a few. You can spread some of your flattery around. It’s just the sort of thing noblemen love,” she began leading him through the mix of party-goers. 
 
    Theo looked over his shoulder at Jayson and Shaya for a moment before they were lost in the sea of faces, then the introductions began. 
 
     First there was Lord Halion. A short, squat man with a tall and cumbersome-looking hat. He explained that he was heavily invested in Alanthos’ artists guild and had contributed a large portion of the funds used to build the new plaza theatre. There was Lord Fulgrim, short as well, but stalk-thin with dark Chaskian eyes and hair. 
 
    Then there was Lord Brickheart, a constantly-smiling Resnyian man who owned several of the city banks, and Lord Halfstone, a bald man who was big in every sense of the word. Perhaps the least noble-like noble that Theo had seen. 
 
    Finally, Annie introduced him to Lord Mustane. Theo wasn’t sure exactly what to expect from the most powerful and influential noble in the city, but the man standing in front of him now certainly did not disappoint. He looked to be the very archetype of a Borlean, as though all other Borlean people had actually descended from him. He was several inches taller than Theo, with broad shoulders that hinted at a large and muscular frame. His hair was the usual Borlean fire-red, cut short around the sides in the same style as Jayson’s. His wide jaw also matched Jayson’s, but was covered with a short, neatly-trimmed beard the same color as his hair. 
 
    “Theolon Anamanth. A pleasure to meet you,” Lord Mustane reached a hand out. “I knew your father well, back when he still lived here in civilization with the rest of us.” Theo took the offered hand and shook it. There was no mistaking that Mustane was a powerful man, not just in business and politics, but in physical strength as well. “There is one thing I have always wondered and your father never gave me an answer. Are you truly one of the descendants of Soel Anamanth, the hero from those old stories? Or did your family just steal the name?” Theo stepped back, feeling like he’d been physically shoved. He heard Annie suck in a short breath. 
 
    “I…I’m…” Theo sputtered, trying to regain his mental balance. 
 
    For a moment Mustane stared at him with a dark intensity—a patient, predatory look. Then he broke into a charming smile, “I’m only joking, Theolon, please, don't take offense.” 
 
    Theo let out a breath of air, suddenly feeling very sober, “Theo is fine.” 
 
    “Theo it is,” Mustane said. His tone was light now but Theo could still see a hint of something darker, hidden in the depths of the man’s eyes. He had the sudden urge to get away from him, and maybe down another drink. Maybe two. 
 
     Annie seemed to read his thoughts. “A pleasure as always, Lord Mustane,” she curtsied quickly then turned, pulling Theo with her. He was all too happy to be led away. “I’m sorry,” she said, once they were out of earshot, “I had no idea he would say something like that. He is usually quite charming and friendly.” 
 
    Theo waved it away, “It’s not a big deal, but you can make it up to me with another glass of your brandy.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Annie smirked as she said it, then slipped away into the crowd. Theo smiled, watching the way her curls bounced like loose springs around her neck. Once she was out of sight he turned and examined the people around him. The alcohol dulled all of his senses, including the one that came from his gift, making the mass of bodies less suffocating. He let his eyes wander, coming slowly back to where he’d last seen Jayson. There was no sign of his friend. 
 
    A servant suddenly pushed through the crowd, bumping into Theo's shoulder as he hurried past. 
 
     Frowning, he turned to look at the man. 
 
    No, not a servant. It was a man about his size, wearing a wrinkled suit, one that clearly didn’t fit him well. Theo caught the flash of a blade, curved and long, partially hidden by a too-long sleeve. It was clearly a weapon meant for killing, not some utensil for serving food. Theo felt his pulse speed up and his focus sharpen as his body overcame the effects of the alcohol. He moved, trailing the man, unsure if he should try to confront him directly or warn someone. A few steps more and he saw where the man was heading. Lord Mustane stood oblivious, a few feet from danger, making broad motions with his arms as he spoke to a small group of men and women. The poorly-dressed man broke into a run, suddenly lifting the dagger up over his head. Theo started to run as well but immediately saw he would be too slow. The man was going to kill Mustane. 
 
    “Assassin!” Theo shouted, pointing. Those nearby turned in confusion, just in time to see the man plunging his knife towards Lord Mustane’s back. 
 
    A figure—bigger than a mountain—appeared beside Mustane, catching the attacker’s dagger hand in a massive fist, wrapping a second, tree-trunk arm around the man’s body, stopping his momentum as easily as a normal man would stop a small child. 
 
    Mustane turned to see what the disturbance was, raising an eyebrow at the sight of the assailant held tightly in the arms of the giant. The captured man let out a yelp of pain as a huge fist squeezed his wrist. The dagger dropped from his hand but didn’t hit the ground. It was snatched from the air by a second man, this one of average size—a black-haired Chaskian. The smaller man held the blade between two fingers, then flipped it and caught it by the handle, holding the tip close to the assassin’s throat. 
 
    Theo felt something strange as he watched this dark-haired man. Rather, he didn’t feel something. He could see and hear the man perfectly well, but—and it was hard to distinguish because of the large crowd—the spot where the man stood was empty. His extra sense felt everybody in the hall except this man.  Before Theo could try to make sense of his lack of sense, the huge man shoved the would-be assassin to his knees, grabbing his hair and yanking his head back, exposing his throat. The dark-haired man extended the dagger just far enough to prick the soft skin of the man’s neck, producing a droplet of blood that ran down along the blade. 
 
    “Broc, Sivall, it seems you’ve earned your pay today,” Mustane said, stepping up to the man who’d just tried to kill him. Theo heard the hum of conversation in the hall die down as more and more party-goers noticed the disturbance. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Jayson said quietly, appearing next to Theo. Shaya was still on his arm and Theo saw her eyes go wide as she caught sight of the men and the dagger. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. That man,” Theo motioned to the man on his knees, “went after Lord Mustane with the dagger, I shouted and those two jumped in and grabbed him.” 
 
    “Mustane’s bodyguards,” Jayson said as he viewed the scene. “Well, this is quite the bit of excitement for a party!” Jayson grinned and looked from Theo to Shaya. 
 
    “Evil bastard!” The failed assassin’s sudden shout silenced the last few conversations still going on. The hallway fell into an eerie silence. “You took ma wife, ma daughter! Ya are a kidnapper and a torturer! The saints condemn ya thousand times over!” The man’s accent clearly marked him as a common worker. Explains the poor fit of the suit. Borrowed? Stolen? 
 
    Mustane absorbed the accusations as though listening to a slightly boring speech. “Are you quite done shouting, sir?” 
 
     The man’s face reddened with rage and he threw himself forward in a futile attempt to break the giant’s grip. 
 
    “Broc,” Mustane made a quick motion. The large bodyguard yanked the man back and delivered a punch to his gut with a brick-sized fist. There was a whoosh as air was forced out of the man’s lungs. Broc released him, letting him fall to the floor where he curled into a ball, gasping. 
 
    “Now then,” Lord Mustane said, stroking his jaw and looking around at the watching crowd. Everyone seemed transfixed, as though witnessing a masterful performance. Theo just felt dread knotting in his gut. 
 
    “You come to this party uninvited, likely impersonating a noble, you interrupt everyone’s blissful evening and you try to put a blade through my back,” Mustane projected the words in a way that all the observers would clearly hear. “Normally I would turn you over to the city watch, but in this case it only seems fair that the appropriate punishment be…uniquely severe,” Mustane looked up at the faces around him as he spoke, watching them. There were a few quiet sounds of agreement, but most of the men and women were silent, their eyes on Mustane. 
 
    They’re…afraid, Theo realized. The knot of dread was now an entire tangle of rope, pulling on his stomach and making him feel slightly sick. 
 
    Mustane finished studying the room and smiled to himself, apparently pleased with what he saw. “Broc, Sivall, take him away, I will deal with him after the party,” he gestured to the pitiful figure on the floor. The two bodyguards grabbed the man by an arm each and began dragging him across the smooth marble. Murmurs moved like waves through the crowd, but no one stepped forward or raised an objection. 
 
    “Wait!” Theo felt his body moving towards Mustane before his mind could form any kind of plan. The room fell deathly silent as a hundred eyes turned toward him. Mustane spun, looking for who had spoken. Theo felt Jayson’s hand on his arm, pulling him back. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking Theo, but don’t. There’s no good ending to this,” Jayson whispered. Theo wasn't sure if it was anger, alcohol, or both, but he shook off his friend’s hand and took another step towards Mustane. 
 
    “Lord Mustane, this man deserves a trial, he should be turned over to the city authorities,” Theo said. 
 
    Mustane scowled, locking eyes with Theo. The scowl vanished as fast as it appeared, replaced with a smile, “Ah, the young lord Theo Anamanth. You have a strong sense of justice, I see. Like father, like son, as the saying goes.” Theo was sure now that it was anger driving him. “Do you mean to argue that this man is innocent of attempted murder?” 
 
    “I don't mean to argue one way or the other. That isn’t for me or you to decide. Only the saints and the proper authorities can pass judgment on a man.” Theo saw a flash of real anger in Mustane, but again it quickly vanished. The nobleman clearly had practice controlling his emotions. Unlike me. But Theo was in too deep now for regrets. 
 
    “I see,” Mustane said, his tone flat, “and what do the other guests have to say? Does anyone else share this young man’s idealistic view?” He looked around the room, staring for a moment at each individual, as though daring anyone to speak. The room became as quiet as the inside of a tomb. “It seems, young Theo, that you are by far the minority. I admire your passion for justice, but sometimes the world is not so black and white.” He gave Theo a gloating grin, then turned and began walking away, his bodyguards dragging the man along behind. 
 
    “You can’t just—” Theo felt Jayson yank him back hard, cutting him off. 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself and me in serious trouble if you don’t shut up right now,” Jayson hissed. Theo struggled against his friend’s grip, but Jayson held on stubbornly. 
 
    “We can’t just let him do—” 
 
    “Not here. We can talk about this in private,” Jayson pleaded. Theo stopped struggling and looked at his friend’s face. He saw fear, real fear, in Jayson's eyes, something he had only seen once or twice in all the years he’d known the man. It was enough to shut him up. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that you’re angry, but you can’t just go crossing the most powerful man in Alanthos,” Jayson said, letting Theo through his apartment door and then closing it, a little quicker than seemed necessary. “Saints, man, you have got to rein in that overdeveloped sense of fairness you have crammed between your ears. You’ll have at least three knives in your back by the end of the week if you don’t.” 
 
    Theo looked at Jayson, then away. He began to pace towards the table but turned back towards his friend, feeling the flame of anger filling his limbs with hot energy. 
 
    “It’s not about who is powerful, it’s about justice,” Theo said, clenching and relaxing his fists, trying to do something with all of his energy. 
 
    “Clearly,” Jayson said with a slight smirk. 
 
    “Come on, Jayson. This is not just my sense of wrong and right talking. This is about Lord Mustane taking judgment into his own hands, he can’t just hold a man against his will and do saints know what to him. That’s the job of prisons, of the city watch and court.” 
 
    Jayson suddenly looked tired and sad, like a parent who was about to explain to their child that faeries weren’t real. 
 
    “Things don’t always wo—” 
 
    “Yes, things don’t work like that in this city, I heard you the first time. Come on, Jayson, that’s a pile of hornjaw dung. What if that was me being dragged off to be tortured? What then?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was trying to avoid,” Jayson muttered. 
 
    “Saints! You’re as spineless as the rest of them,” Theo was almost shouting now. 
 
    A flash of anger passed over Jayson's face but it cooled quickly. 
 
    “I don’t like corruption, Theo. You know I don’t. But what should I do? Stand up to Mustane? Then what? Then one night I mysteriously disappear and things go right back to the way they were before,” Jayson let out an exasperated breath. “You still aren't understanding, you don’t win against those with the power, you stay out of their way, or you end up leaving the city, floating face down in the river.” 
 
    Theo opened his mouth to argue more, but saw from Jayson’s expression that he was deadly serious. His friend didn't act serious very often, and when he did, you paid attention. 
 
    Damn it. Theo knew he should drop it. Knew he needed to drop it. But there was something in him that simply could not let it go. He rubbed at his scar; it was proof that he couldn’t back down, even from unwinnable fights. 
 
    “You’ve already put a beacon on your head from challenging Mustane tonight. We need to keep you out of sight for a few days,” Jayson said, bolting the door. 
 
    Out of sight… The hint of an idea was forming in Theo’s mind now. 
 
    “With any luck we can keep—” 
 
     The sound of pottery breaking came from one of the bedrooms. The color drained from Jayson’s face and he held a finger to his lips. Theo froze in place, reaching out with his sense, feeling for the intruder. He frowned, sensing no other person nearby. He suddenly remembered the bodyguard Sivall, and how he had been completely invisible to him. A chill ran up his back, causing the hairs on his neck to stand up straight. Then he began to laugh, feeling the lighter sensation of something non-human. 
 
    “The cyvoth,” Theo said, remembering. 
 
    “Cyvoth,” Jayson hissed, looking confused now but still just as alarmed. 
 
    Theo ran for the bedroom with Jayson a step behind. He threw open the door. 
 
    “Oh...” The sheets and blankets that been neatly made up by the maid were now completely shredded and had been dragged partially off the bed. Every book from the shelf had been knocked onto the floor and some appeared to have been gnawed on, with pages scattered everywhere. There were pottery shards on the floor next to the windowsill. Halfway up the wooden frame of the window was the cub, its claws extended, digging into the wood. It appeared to be trying to gnaw its way out. Theo’s sudden opening of the door startled it and the small animal dropped from the window frame, and shot under the bed. 
 
    “I…uh…I can pay for the bedding. And the pot. And books,” Theo said, looking to see just how upset his friend was. Jayson stared with confusion around the ransacked room. He rubbed a hand down his face, taking a steadying breath. 
 
    “Why is there a cyvoth cub in my apartment?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you earlier, before…everything else, but the party was distracting. I found him in Stillwood, abandoned.” 
 
    “And you brought him back here?” Jayson said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Sorry…I didn’t think he was going to do all this,” Theo gestured around the room. 
 
    Jayson rubbed his fingers over his closed eyes, groaning. Theo braced himself. 
 
    Jayson let out a tired, cathartic laugh, “Your first day in Alanthos and you’ve managed all of this. Saints, I’ve forgotten how interesting you make life.” 
 
    Theo raised an eyebrow, “Me? You were always the one coming up with plans that got us into trouble.” 
 
     Jayson laughed again, “Was I? It’s been a while. Anyways, we’re going to have to explain to the maid why your bedding looks like it’s been through war and back.” 
 
    Theo relaxed back against the wall, glad to have a friend who could take so much in stride. I certainly wouldn’t have. 
 
    “What’s his name?” Jayson asked. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “The cyvoth. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I…hadn’t got that far yet.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Jayson said with a grin, “I say we call him Ribbon then, seeing as that’s what he turned your bedding into.” 
 
    “So, you’re okay with keeping him here?” 
 
    Jayson shrugged, “The nobles keep exotic animals as pets. Why not Jayson Ramthorn, actor extraordinaire?” 
 
    Nobles. Theo’s anger returned as he remembered the events of the evening. Let it go, Theo.  
 
    He jerked back in surprise as something brushed against his leg. The cyvoth had snuck from the bed over to his side without him noticing. His quick motion spooked the animal again and it ran for the safety of the bed. Theo watched the cub move, low and silent, the earlier idea now becoming a full-fledged plan, details clicking into place in his mind. 
 
    “I’m going to break that man out.” 
 
    Jayson looked at him, blinking rapidly, “You’re going to what?” 
 
    “I’m serious, Jayson.” 
 
    “There are guards. Armed guards. That means swords and spears, crossbows and who knows what else.” 
 
    “You aren’t talking me out of it.” 
 
    Jayson gave the ceiling a frustrated scowl. 
 
    Theo continued, “If you don’t have any more objections, then I’m going.” He moved for the apartment door. 
 
    “Wait. I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No,” Theo snapped, “I’m not letting you do something this dangerous.” 
 
    “No? Just yourself then? That seems fair.” 
 
    “Jayson, don't fight me on this. I’m not going to be responsible for something happening to you. I’ve got my gift, but you’ll be blind out there in the dark. Besides, if I get caught, then you’ll be here to come after me.” 
 
    Jayson gripped him by both shoulders, looking him in the eye. “This isn’t like the bullies back in the country, Theo. This is life and death stakes. You’ll be lucky if all you end up with is another scar.” 
 
    Theo reflexively raised a hand, feeling the jagged line of tissue. He met Jayson’s gaze with a determined look. 
 
     Jayson sighed, then threw up his hands, “Fine. But you’re wearing a disguise. At least then if you somehow make it out, you won’t immediately be hunted down.” 
 
    Theo frowned. “I don’t have anything that I can use…” 
 
    Jayson grinned broadly and his usual air of confidence returned. “Well, luckily for you, Theo, your best friend is a famous actor. And if there’s one thing I do have, it’s costumes.” 
 
      
 
    Theo stepped off the Royal Park pathway, pausing once he was in among the trees. He could smell the cherry blossoms all around him as he adjusted the slightly oversized clothing he wore. Jayson’s disguise consisted of a set of plain black clothes, complete with a hood, that covered him from head to boots. Jayson had said it was something used by stage hands to hide themselves while rearranging props in a scene. Theo felt with a hand to make sure his hunting knife was still snug in his belt, then lifted the white plaster mask in his other hand, its blank eyes staring back at him. It was the last piece of his outfit. Jayson had insisted he have something to hide his face, to prevent anyone who got close from identifying him. 
 
     Theo began moving again, north and further away from Royal Park. He saw the black outline of a large building and slowed, dropping into a crouch. There was light coming from a few windows, but most were dark. 
 
    Mustane’s Estate. In the darkness, it looked more like a military fortress than a nobleman’s manor. Theo paused, mentally building a map of his route so far. 
 
    Mustane’s estate was on the far northwest corner of the city. The plaza and Jayson’s apartment were now southwest of him, closer to the center of Alanthos. He felt confident that he would be able to find his way back. His sense of direction had always been good. Good enough that sometimes he wondered if it was at all related to his gift. 
 
     Theo lifted the mask to his face, sliding the leather straps over the outside of his cowl so that it would stay firmly in place. He moved the mask slightly to the side, and back again. It was pinching the bridge of his nose but after several attempts to adjust, he gave up, accepting the less-than-perfect fit. The mask also cut off a bit of his peripheral vision; luckily, he had other ways to ‘see’. With his disguise complete, Theo stood, reaching out with his sense. He could feel the weak pulse of non-human life around him as the many nocturnal creatures moved through the trees and grass of the park. There was something a little bigger, straight above him in the tree. 
 
    Bird, nightcaller probably. A grating squawk a moment later confirmed his guess. He stood still, listening to the rustle of small animals moving through the grass nearby, smelling the fresh scent of ironwood and cherry blossom, feeling the cool night air blowing through the holes in his mask. There was a tranquility to it, a peacefulness that made him want to stay here for hours, just him and the other creatures of the night. Another time. Tonight he was on a mission. An idiotic one—if he was completely honest—but he’d come this far and he wasn’t backing down now. He’d never forgive himself for doing nothing. 
 
    Theo moved forward cautiously, listening and feeling with his gift for the strong sensation of a human body. In the current darkness, vision was of very limited use. Of course, that meant guards or watchmen would have the same disadvantage. Theo crept closer to the estate, seeing the vague image of a stone wall and a giant building beyond. He estimated the wall was about ten feet high. 
 
    One good jump should do it. Theo paused, focusing on his sense. He could feel several bodies now. Guards, one to his left on the southeast corner of the wall, another on the wall almost directly in front of him, and a few further inside, their distance from him making the sensation weak. 
 
    He stayed low, moving west along the wall to the southwest corner, feeling one last time to ensure no one was nearby. Satisfied, Theo took several steps away from the wall, then a readying breath in through the slit of his mask. He ran at the wall, jumping and planting one foot on the vertical stone, launching himself even higher. Unfortunately it wasn’t quite high enough. His first hand missed the lip completely and his second barely caught by the fingertips. He smacked painfully against the side of the wall, his mask making a “crack” sound as it collided with stone. Theo hung—his fingers straining to hold the entire weight of his body—listening and feeling for any sign that he had been heard. Several heartbeats passed but there was no sound and no indication that any of the bodies were moving closer. Struggling, Theo got his other hand up over the lip and hauled his body over the short battlement, muffling a grunt as he fell into a crouch. He took a moment to flex and rub his fingers. Despite the gloves, his weight had caused the stone edge to bite painfully into his hand. 
 
     He could see the nearest guard about thirty feet down the wall, holding a lantern, resting his back against the battlement. He seemed bored and not alert. 
 
    Good. Theo moved to the inside of the wall, climbing over and slowly lowering his body from the battlement before dropping into the courtyard. He landed harder than he expected, catching himself with one hand against the wall. Keeping his profile as low as possible, he moved towards the manor, using a hedgerow as cover. The hedge ended as he got close, forcing him to sprint the last few paces to the large building. He spotted a servant’s entrance and headed for it, pressing himself against the wall. 
 
    He reached out and tested the door. It was latched, but with a little finesse he was able to get his knife into the crack and lift the mechanism enough to open the door. He stepped inside, wincing as the door gave a slight creak, then shut it quickly behind him. The space he was in was cramped, filled with crates and boxes, some kind of storage room. That wasn't so hard. Now what, Theo? He suddenly realized how little he’d thought out his plan. It had seemed so clear in his mind back at the apartment, when he was in the grip of his justice-fueled anger. Now, doubt was creeping in like the shadows of the dim room. 
 
    Figure it out, too late for regrets. Theo crept forward, feeling like the beat of his heart was loud enough to be heard from every room in the large manor. He opened the far door of the storage room and peered out, smelling the faint scent of treated wood that all old buildings seemed to have. A dark hallway extended out in front of him and to his left. There was no sign or feeling of guards in either direction. He moved into the hall, trying to imagine the manor’s layout. He guessed that the left hallway would lead him to the main foyer area. With a last glance, he took the forward hallway. Jayson had told him that if Mustane was holding the man at his manor, it would likely be in some basement area, probably underneath the main building. Theo looked for stairs, ladders, or something that led downward. He moved quickly through the maze of hallways, his gift allowing him to stay clear of patrolling guards and one old man—a servant, bumbling along with a large tray of food. The saints only knew who needed an entire meal in the middle of the night. Theo was slowly gaining confidence in his ability to avoid detection. There was a certain pleasure to moving unnoticed right under the eyes and ears of those whose job it was to spot intruders. His earlier doubts seemed a bit childish now, but despite the pleasure at exercising his ability, Theo still hadn’t found any way down to a lower level, or even an indication that there was a lower level. 
 
    Frustration was building along with the aching of his leg muscles from constant crouching. He was ready to head back towards the far side of the manor when he felt it. The pulse of a human body, faint and far, but definitely human. Not in front of him, or behind. It came from below. Theo paused and focused on the feeling of the body. Definitely below. It was underneath and a little behind, off to his right. Theo felt renewed energy flow into his tired limbs, readying them to keep going. He stopped a second later and frowned. There is nothing. No stairs, no ladder. He retraced his steps and looked again. He checked under an ornate chair at the side of the hallway. Nothing. The long red and black rug. Nothing. The large painting hanging on one wall. Still nothing. Then, almost by accident, he found it. The door wasn’t hidden behind anything, it was simply cut out of the hallway wall, built with such exact craftsmanship that it had only the tiniest of visible cracks. It would be easily missed during the day and almost impossible to find in the dark. Unless, you knew exactly where to look. Or you had a gift. 
 
    Theo grinned to himself, feeling like he had as a child when he’d found the cook’s hidden stash of sweets. The disguised door felt solid to his touch but as he pressed hard there was a click and it swung inward on silent, oiled hinges. Perfect craftsmanship indeed. Theo stepped slowly through the doorway into the pitch black, feeling with his feet for the steps of a descending staircase. He closed the door behind him and slowly began feeling his way down the stairs. After a series of fumbled movements and one terrifying instant where he missed a step, he reached flat ground. 
 
    He could sense the body, ahead and to his left, now on the same level. Placing a hand against the cold stone wall to guide him, Theo moved forward, seeing a faint light. As he got closer, he saw that it was the flickering yellow-green of a brightburn candle, coming from around a sharp turn in the tunnel. He rounded the corner, squinting at the direct light, brilliantly bright after his time in the complete darkness. He squinted, waiting for his eyes to adjust. As his vision returned, Theo found himself looking at the iron bars of a small cell, set into the back of a square stone chamber. He could see the body that he’d been feeling. It appeared to be the assassin from the party, though he now wore nothing but a pair of old trousers. His body was curled up on the hard stone of the cell floor, completely motionless. 
 
    Dead? No, Theo could still sense him. He had to be alive, for the time being at least. Theo moved to the door of the cell, studying its dirty bronze padlock. That might be a problem. He had no idea how to pick a lock, other than that you stuck small bits of metal into the keyhole. He doubted his hunting knife would fit, and it definitely would not be able to force the lock open. The man in the cell stirred, letting out a groan. He spotted Theo standing at the cell door and gave a weak gasp, half crawling, half dragging himself further away. 
 
    “It’s alright. I’m friendly. I’m here to get you out,” Theo said. 
 
    The man looked up at him with wide, terror-filled eyes. Theo suddenly remembered the disguise he was wearing. He wondered exactly how he appeared, standing there in his dark clothing and pale, faceless mask.  
 
    “Sorry,” Theo lifted the mask up, revealing his face. The man’s look of terror faded but didn't completely disappear. 
 
    “Who are ya?” The man’s voice was barely more than a raspy breath. 
 
    “I’m…” Theo suddenly remembered Jayson’s warning about his identity. He regretted removing his mask. Too late now. “…Theo. I’m here to get you out,” he finished. 
 
     The man glanced around the outside of the cell. “Are ya mad? They’ll catch ya fer sure.” 
 
    “I got in without being caught, didn’t I?” Theo said. 
 
    The man eyed him with suspicion, his eyes flicking up and down, sizing Theo up. He was probably right to be suspicious of a man who was claiming he’d snuck into a heavily guarded estate. 
 
    “I understand that you might not trust me, but right now I’m your only chance at getting out of here. You can stay here or you can come with me. Your choice,” Theo paused and looked at the locked door, “as soon as I get this open.” 
 
    The man’s brow furrowed and he watched Theo for several moments, then with a sigh he stood, using the cell wall to haul himself to his feet. Theo sucked in a sharp breath as the man stepped out of the shadows. Cuts, covered with crusted blood and dirt covered his face and torso—shallow wounds like someone had used his body for carving practice. They were the kind of cuts that would inflict serious pain without killing. Torture. Theo felt sick, but it quickly changed to anger. Mustane. His hand curled into a fist, the fingers of his glove digging into his palm. 
 
    “Hinge pins are loose. Rusted from so long in the damp air,” the man said. 
 
    “Loose?” Theo moved to the upper hinge, testing the pin with the tip of his knife. Sure enough, with a little effort it began to slide out. He pressed further until there was enough space for him to grab the top of the pin and tug, pulling it out and separating the two sides of the hinge. He did the same with the lower hinge, then with some effort, moved the dismantled cell door aside. 
 
    “How did you know?” he asked as the captive man stepped out. 
 
    “Work the forge. Make hinges like that, among other bits,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    Thank the saints for that bit of luck. “Ya have some water?” the man asked hopefully. His dry lips cracked as he formed the words. 
 
    “I can get you water and food just as soon as we are out of this place,” Theo held out a hand to the man who seemed weak and unstable. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Berik,” The man said, gripping Theo’s arm to steady himself. The torture he’d endured had clearly taken a lot out of him. Theo replaced his mask, then moved, letting the man use him for balance as they navigated the dark passage to the stairs. The stairs were even slower going, but with an effort, he helped Berik to the top. 
 
    Theo stopped, tensing as he was about to open the hidden door. He could feel a body moving; it was coming down the hallway just feet away. He held his breath reflexively and Berik—seeming to sense the tension in him—did the same. The body stopped in the hallway right outside the door. Theo gritted his teeth. Don't open it, don’t open it. 
 
    The body moved on, continuing until it was past the range of his sense. Theo let out his breath in a slow stream, opening the door, helping Berik out into the hallway. They moved down the winding corridors and Theo was grateful for the accuracy of his mental map, retracing his steps back the way he had come. He finally started to relax when they reached the small storeroom. They stepped inside and Theo made sure the door was shut behind them. 
 
    “What did I tell you. We’re almost…” Theo trailed off. Berik wasn't looking at him, wasn't listening. Theo followed his gaze. 
 
    A very startled-looking servant woman—barely more than a girl—was staring at them from the other side of the room, frozen in the middle of scooping out rice from a barrel.  
 
    Theo’s heart shot into his throat, his entire body tightening, preparing for flight or maybe for fighting. He forced himself to keep breathing evenly, then very slowly, he lifted a finger to his lips, willing the girl to stay silent. For a moment the three of them stared at each other, the girl looking like a mouse that had been cornered by a hungry cyvoth. Once again Theo remembered how he must look in his clothes and mask. 
 
    “Don’t scr—” 
 
     The girl screamed. “INTRUDERS! INTRUDERS!” It was surprisingly loud and shrill for such a small body. Theo cursed and dragged Berik forward, knocking the girl aside, causing her to shriek even louder. He burst through the servant’s entrance, running as fast as he could through the courtyard while dragging Berik behind him. He could feel them, now, dozens of bodies closing in on them from every direction. 
 
    There was a shout. “The courtyard! Stop them!” 
 
    Theo didn’t look to see where it had come from, instead keeping his head down and running for the stairs that led to the top of the wall. No way Berik can jump that high. Theo wasn’t going to risk the front gate. If it was locked, then they would have just cornered themselves. The two reached the stairs and Theo pushed Berik up in front of him, risking a quick glance back. Several guards burst from the large double doors of the manor, sprinting through the courtyard towards him, straightswords drawn. Theo felt a sudden whoosh of air by his ear and looked up to see a guard on the wall, running, dropping his crossbow and unsheathing a sword. Theo realized he was heading for Berik, who was now almost at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Theo sprinted up the steps, fear and determination giving him extra speed. He pulled out his hunting knife, reaching the top at the same time as the guard, who swung his sword. Theo ducked, coming up and stabbing his knife at the man’s gut. The guard grunted but Theo felt hard armor absorb the stab. The guard punched with his free hand, hitting Theo in the jaw, causing him to stumble back. The guard slashed again and Theo felt the sharp blade cut through his clothing and bite into the flesh of his arm. He flinched back and the guard went for a thrust. 
 
    Berik threw himself into the guard, slowing the man’s strike and knocking him off balance. Theo felt the tip of the sword slide under his ribs, into his side. What would have been a lethal thrust became a stab, several inches deep into skin and muscle. Theo had been cut a few times before, but never seriously injured by a weapon. The pain was far worse than he had imagined. It felt like someone had pressed a white-hot poker against his stomach and held it there. Berik lashed out again, hitting the man in the jaw. The blow had little power behind it and the guard only stumbled a step back, slightly dazed. 
 
    “Over the wall! Jump!” Theo shouted, feeling several more guards on the staircase below. Berik turned, giving Theo a quick look before throwing himself over the battlement. The guard recovered and charged. There was no time to be careful. Theo flung himself to the side, rolling off the battlement. He managed to twist in the air, getting his feet under him just as he hit the ground. Pain shot through his ankle, causing him to stumble forward, stopping himself with his hands. Ignoring the pain, he pushed himself up, searching for Berik. The man was a few paces away, struggling to haul himself to his feet. Theo moved forward, hissing as he put weight on his ankle. 
 
    “Can you walk?” Theo asked, coming up beside the man. 
 
    “Think so. Just…very weak.” 
 
     Theo grabbed Berik’s arm and threw it over his shoulder, pulling him upright. Come on, leg, just a little further. The two men began hobbling towards the trees of Royal Park. Theo did his best to keep them moving, ignoring the lancing pain of each step. They were almost to the trees of the park when Theo shot a glance back at the wall. There was the snap of several crossbows firing. Something impacted hard on his skull, snapping his neck to the side. He blinked, dazed, reaching a hand up, expecting to find a bolt sticking out of his head. Instead, he felt a crack in the mask where a bolt had collided with it. It stopped a crossbow bolt? Theo felt both relief and amazement at the sturdiness of the mask. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, feeling a fresh but quickly fading rush of energy from his brush with death. Berik said nothing and Theo could hear his heavy ragged breathing. They reached the trees before the guards could fire a second volley, but Theo kept them moving into the safety of the park. 
 
    “Don’t think…can go any further…” Berik said between heaving gasps. Theo felt the man’s body growing heavier on his shoulder. 
 
    “We’re close now. Just give me a bit more, then, you can rest as long as you need,” Theo said, struggling to hold Berik up. The extra weight was causing flashes of agony to shoot up from his ankle. He bit into his tongue and kept going. He could feel them. Bodies closing in. The guards had followed them into the park. If they didn't get out now, they would soon be surrounded. 
 
    “Go,” Berik’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I can’t make it, but you can.” 
 
    He tried to protest, but the man’s legs suddenly folded and Theo lost his grip, almost collapsing as well from the pain in his leg. The man landed on his side exposing the crossbow bolt that was sticking out of his back. 
 
    Oh… Theo knew without checking that Berik was dying. His sense of the man’s body was beginning to fade as though he was getting further away, despite being motionless right next to him. Theo knelt and gripped the man’s hand in his, intending to haul him back to his feet. 
 
    Berik resisted his attempt. “Promise…me…somethin,” the man barely had the breath left to speak. 
 
    Theo squeezed the his hand gently, realizing that there was nothing he could do, “Whatever it is, I will do my best.” Theo felt his heart tighten. For the first time in his life, he was going to watch a man die. He felt the heavy weight of failure and sadness come pressing down on his shoulders and forced himself to look into Berik’s eyes. 
 
    “Promise me…promise me that ya will…that ya will find my wife n daughter,” Berik’s gaze took on an urgency and he squeezed Theo’s hand in a death grip. “Promise,” Berik hissed. 
 
    “I promise,” Theo said, squeezing Berik’s hand in return. 
 
    Berik sighed deeply and seemed to relax, “Go…can’t keep yer promise…if they catch ya.” The man’s hand relaxed, going limp, sliding from Theo’s grip. 
 
      
 
    Jayson burst from his apartment door and threw his arms around Theo. “You were really starting to worry me,” he leaned back, holding Theo at arm’s length and grinning. 
 
    “He’s dead…” 
 
    “What? Who?” Jayson’s grin turned into a worried frown as he spotted the darker stains of dried blood on Theo’s disguise. “Saints, Theo, you’re bleeding.” 
 
    “I failed, Jayson. I found him, but I couldn’t save him…I, I couldn’t…” The world was starting to spin, and Theo was having trouble focusing on his words. Jayson glanced down the street in both directions, then guided Theo inside the apartment. 
 
    “Let’s get you out of those clothes and see how bad it is.” 
 
    Theo complied, his eyes fluttering closed and open again as Jayson sat him in a chair. Every movement felt sluggish, like he was swimming in endless black soup. Jayson pulled the shirt off over Theo’s head. He grabbed a wet cloth and began wiping around the wound on Theo’s side. It hurt, but the pain seemed distant, muted. 
 
    “What happened?” Jayson said as he examined the wound. Theo did his best to explain the events, but everything was coming out as a jumble. He wasn't sure if he was making any sense. 
 
    He finished and Jayson looked at him for a moment, then said, “At least you are alive.” 
 
    It was the last thing Theo remembered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    A nibbling on his nose woke Theo from the dark pit of dreamless sleep. His hand reflexively snapped up, slapping away whatever was tickling his face. There was a tiny growl and then the sound of claws scratching on wood. 
 
    Theo blinked several times, trying to clear the fog of sleep from his vision and mind. Sunlight came through the window in a wide square beam, highlighting a section of the floor.  
 
    He pushed himself up to sitting, feeling a throbbing in his side, and looked down to see a thick bandage wrapped around his shirtless body. He lifted away some of the bandage, revealing a healing wound that had been sewn together with fine thread. 
 
    What...Theo squeezed his eyes shut and tried to remember. It was like navigating mist-filled woods at midnight, but slowly, details began to appear: Arriving at Alanthos; the party; Mustane and his attacker; Theo’s attempt at rescue; and finally stumbling back to the apartment, slowly bleeding out. 
 
    The man, Berik. I failed. He remembered evading the guards as he moved through the manor hallways, how he had felt so capable, how he thought he had the skill to save the man. That illusion had shattered like a rock through a window. Idiot. Theo shared the name Anamanth with the legendary hero Soel Anamanth, but that was where the similarities ended. He wasn’t even a trained solider or watchman. He was the son of a disgraced nobleman, barely out of his teens. Should be happy I’m still breathing at all. 
 
    Theo groaned as he hauled himself out of bed. His body felt like a hornjaw had delivered a solid kick and then pulled a fully-loaded cart over him. His legs shook as they took his full weight and he had to brace a hand on the wall for support as he rubbed sleep from his eyes with the other. He felt the cyvoth cub brush against him and looked down. 
 
    The animal’s body was tense as it sniffed him but didn’t run when Theo moved his legs. 
 
    Theo bent down, wincing as he reached for the cub’s head. It shrank back a step, but accepted his scratches, relaxing into a rumbling purr as he rubbed it behind the ears. What was it Jayson called you? “Ribbon. Right, because of the bedding,” Theo glanced back at his bed. The bedding was all fresh, with no sign of scratches. His eyes narrowed. When had that been replaced? The rest of the room was clean as well. There was no sign of broken pottery and the bookshelf was neatly filled. His eyes moved to the standing mirror next to the shelf. He frowned and looked away, not liking the thin, pale, red-haired man that looked back. 
 
    “Ow! Hey!” 
 
    The cyvoth had taken an exploratory bite of his big toe. Theo yanked his foot away, lost his balance and fell back onto the bed, startling Ribbon who darted underneath. 
 
    “Theo?” It was Jayson’s voice, coming from somewhere in his apartment. A moment later his friend appeared, looking a bit more disheveled than the last time Theo had seen him. “Theo, I heard you shouting. You alright?” 
 
    “Was I out all night?” Theo looked at the angle of the sunlight coming through the window. Late morning at least. 
 
    “Not all night.” 
 
    Theo rubbed his forehead, “Having trouble remembering much.” 
 
    “Theo, you’ve been unconscious for almost two days.” 
 
    “What?” Theo looked at Jayson. He could see his friend was serious. “That bad?” 
 
    “You lost a good amount of blood. I was starting to worry a bit. Maybe now that you’ve done things your way, you’ll actually listen to my advice.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Theo grunted, giving his friend a weak grin. 
 
    Jayson gave him a sour look that slowly became a smile. “Well, no point in dwelling on our failures. You’re alive and healthy—well, getting there anyway. And you’re awake, just in time to help me with some errands.” 
 
    “Errands. Exciting,” Theo said dryly.pans 
 
    “Come on. You’ve been sleeping more than Ribbon. And trust me, he really can sleep. If only he would do it during the night like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Been nibbling on you too?” 
 
    “I’m just waiting to wake up with nine fingers,” Jayson said, holding his hands up in front of his face. 
 
    Theo let out a snort and regretted it immediately, wincing and holding a hand to his side.  
 
    “It’s decided then, you have five minutes and then we’re off to the healer’s house.” Before Theo had a chance to protest, Jayson disappeared down the hallway. Bastard. But he could already feel Jayson’s unshakable optimism infecting him. 
 
      
 
    The summer sun warmed Theo and within a few blocks he was already feeling a bit of moisture forming under his shirt. He’d always sweated easily and generously, soaking clothes within a few hours of being out in the sun. He glanced at Jayson. The taller man looked perfectly comfortable, as always. No signs that the heat was bothering him. Does anything? 
 
    They were passing over the north plaza bridge now and Theo spotted a barge drifting down the Alanthos river. It was wide and flat, used for transporting goods. He could see several shirtless and tan bargemen, guiding the craft with long bamboo poles as it floated closer. 
 
    “Ah, this month’s shipment from Chaskia. Perfect. I could use a new pair of boots, the left heel of mine always seems to wear out way before the right,” Jayson said, watching the barge as it disappeared underneath the bridge. 
 
    “Chaskian boots? That’s got to cost a nice stack of coins,” Theo said. 
 
    “They aren't cheap, but the artists guild has been quite generous with my stipend. My last few performances have been pulling in larger audiences. The last one was actually record breaking,” Jayson laughed, “what can I say? The ladies can’t seem to get enough of me. And they drag their men along with them. Double the ticket sales.” He flashed Theo a perfect, white smile. 
 
     The pair continued at a brisk pace towards the south side of the city as the streets began to fill with more people. The increase in bodies began to press on Theo’s sense, adding to the discomfort he already felt from the heat. 
 
    Jayson's mood seemed to increase along with Theo’s anxiety, calling out individual greetings to Alanthians who passed by. It seemed half the city knew him by name. 
 
    Theo did his best to imitate his friend, giving his own nods and smiles. It felt uncomfortable, speaking to every stranger he passed, but most responses were warm and friendly. 
 
     He locked eyes with a dark-haired man and gave what he hoped was a warm smile. The man stared back, unblinking. 
 
    Theo sucked in a breath through his nose as he got a better look at the man. His eyes seemed to be missing the whites, like they had been replaced by completely black marbles. A tingling sensation of dread ran down his arms, causing the hairs to stand up. 
 
    Wait. He realized there was something else wrong with the man and glanced back, focusing his sense. He felt nothing. It was Sivall—Mustane’s bodyguard from the party. 
 
    “Jayson,” Theo whispered. 
 
    “Just keep walking,” Jayson said, still smiling and waving at street goers, “pretend like you didn’t see anything. We don't want to draw more attention from Mustane than we already have.” 
 
    Theo kept his eyes forward as they moved further down the street, his pulse quickening. He rubbed at his scar, fighting the urge to turn and check behind him. It was a strange and disconcerting feeling, not being able to know if someone was following. After another few blocks, Theo began to relax again. 
 
    “Whatever he was up to didn’t involve us,” Jayson said, finally looked back down the street. 
 
    The ache in Theo’s side seemed to dull the more he moved, and he felt his breath coming easier by the time they reached the healing house. It was a large rectangular building with a circular window of colored glass above the doorway. The glass showed a depiction of Landara Thantele, the saint of life and healing. 
 
    “Done by Ren Repho himself. Well, planned and overseen at least. I’m sure someone like him has assistants who do most of the actual labor.” 
 
    “The Academe?” 
 
    “Academe and artist,” Jayson said. “A man of diverse talents.” 
 
    Theo nodded as he studied the vibrant image in the window. It showed Landara in a long green dress, holding a newborn close in one arm while reaching the other down to a wounded soldier. Life and healing. Theo wasn’t much for art, but the emotion in the piece was enough to make him pause and appreciate the skill. 
 
    “The rumor is he’s gifted. Never forgets anything.” Jayson ran a hand through his black hair. “I don’t think he’s ever confirmed those rumors, and it’s the type of gift that only he could ever know for sure.” 
 
    The rattling of coins interrupted their conversation. Both men looked over to see an old bearded beggar, sitting outside the healing house. “Spare a bit of coin for an old soldier?” The dirt-covered beggar rattled the cup louder, holding it up over his head. Theo’s eyebrows furrowed as he looked at the man. There was something about his neatly trimmed beard that didn’t quite fit the rest of his bedraggled self. 
 
    Jayson tossed a bronze to the man who snatched it from the air with the same speed and accuracy that a longbeak snatches fish out of the river. “You got a golden heart, son,” the man eyed the piece. “Well, bronze, at least.” He cackled, showing a row of surprisingly white teeth, then hobbled away, looking for other Alanthians to harass. 
 
    “Friendly man,” Jayson said, stepping into the healing house with Theo behind him. They were helped by a friendly older woman who kept referring to both of them as “boys”. They stepped back out with some bandages, a needle and thread and some kind of semi-clear ointment that apparently sped up the body’s natural healing process. Or so the woman had said. 
 
    “Used the last of my supplies keeping you alive,” Jayson said, giving Theo a friendly elbow to the shoulder. 
 
    Before Theo could respond, he felt a cramp and pressed a hand to the stitches on his side.  “When did you become such a skilled healer?” he said as the spasm passed. 
 
    Jayson glanced down at his side. “That? For one of my first roles, I played a battlefield healer. It was a minor part, only one speaking line, but I took it seriously, maybe a little too seriously. I spent time doing first-hand research. The healers were happy to have someone around to do their grunt work.” Jayson gestured back at the building. 
 
    “Tell me something you can’t do.” Theo meant it to be joking, but he felt a hint of bitterness as he said the words. 
 
    “It saved your life, didn't it?” Jayson grinned, apparently not noticing. Someone shouted Jayson’s name from the crowd and his friend turned, waving a greeting towards the sound, some friend or maybe a fan of his acting. 
 
    He’s right. I should be grateful, not jealous. Theo scowled at his own feelings, letting his eyes wander around the busy square. He saw a boy on one corner, holding a tray of fresh sushi, energetically calling out to the crowd. By his foot was a glass jar, half filled with coins from his morning efforts. 
 
    A hornjaw lumbered past, completely blocking his view of the boy. It was pulling a two-wheeled cart, stacked precariously high with bamboo furniture—chairs, stools, and small tables. Theo watched the creaking tower of wood sway in the breeze, waiting for the cart to roll on. 
 
    As the cart moved down the street, his eyes suddenly landed on a familiar, beautiful face. 
 
    “Annie?” He felt a jolt of excitement pass through his body. 
 
    The woman looked his way and then broke into a wide smile, complete with the single dimple. 
 
    Saints. Theo felt his chest swell with something warm as he looked at her. She was in a simple blue dress that perfectly matched the color of her eyes and showed off the curving lines of her waist and hips. On her head was a large bonnet, the brim long enough to keep her face in constant shade. 
 
    “Jayson. Just the man I was hoping to see,” Annie said. 
 
    Theo felt his heart deflate a little. “And Theo. I haven’t seen you since the party. You disappeared without even a goodbye.” 
 
    His heart perked back up. A goodbye…kiss? But he didn't say it out loud. What are you? Fourteen? Stop drooling and get it together, Theo. But he couldn’t get it together. Not completely. Not with Annie watching him like that. 
 
    “Sorry…I had a—” 
 
    “Fight,” Jayson interrupted. “We got into a bit of a scuffle with some of Lord Halfstone’s boys. They had too many glasses of your father’s brandy. Strong stuff by the way. Theo had a rough time, but don’t worry, he gave more bruises than he got.” 
 
    “Men,” Annie rolled her eyes, but was still smiling. “As much as I would love to chat about your drunken adventures, I have a message, from Lord Castell. He stopped by the theatre earlier, but you were saints knows where.” 
 
    Jayson frowned. “I hope it’s no—” His eyes widened, remembering something. “Oh, right, that’s today, it completely slipped my mind.” Jayson turned to move, then stopped and turned back. “Annie, would you mind showing Theo the way back to the apartments?” 
 
    Annie sighed. “You owe me, I don’t normally lower myself to street guide.” 
 
    “A lifetime of favors,” Jayson said with a charming grin. He turned and sprinted off down the street. 
 
    Theo watched him for a moment then turned back to Annie, “And, that was about?” 
 
    “Lord Castell? Jayson owes the man some favors for helping him get his acting career started,” Annie said. 
 
    Theo raised an eyebrow. I’m surprised he didn't just march in and get the lead role on his first try. 
 
    “Lately he’s been requesting that Jayson escort his daughter Shaya to various events and engagements—you met her at the party.” 
 
    “Ah yes, Shaya the shy.” 
 
    “Yes, her. Nice girl but not very exciting. She’s a bit of a shut-in and bookworm, enough so that Lord Castell has to force her out of the estate. Hence, Jayson.” She waved in the direction he’d run off. 
 
    “So he doesn’t just magically attract women to him wherever he goes?” 
 
    Annie laughed her musical laugh and Theo felt a rush of pleasure at having caused it. 
 
    “Oh, he definitely attracts more than any man should, but in this case, things are a bit more complicated. Jayson doesn’t know it, but what Lord Castell really wants is an engagement between him and Shaya. He’s hoping it will happen naturally, with enough time and familiarity.” 
 
    “But Jayson isn’t interested in her?” Theo guessed. 
 
    “Oh, I think he likes her. The way a brother likes his sister.” 
 
    “So, no.” 
 
    Annie looked up at him and gave a sad smile. A bit of sunlight hit her face and she winced, turning away and reaching into her handbag. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she pulled out something and placed it on her face before turning back to Theo. It was a pair of tinted spectacles, hiding the blue of her eyes behind dark glass circles. “They are sensitive.” 
 
    Theo frowned. Her eyes must be very sensitive to need spectacles like that. 
 
     A thought occurred to him then and came out of his mouth before he could stop it, “You’re gifted? Some kind of special vision?” 
 
    For the first time since Theo had met her, Annie looked seriously embarrassed. 
 
    “How did you know that?” she said after a long pause. 
 
    “When I was young, one of the maids who tended me had spectacles that looked like that. She never talked about it but the other maids said she could see things that were invisible to everyone else. Invisible colors or something. I guess it also caused them to be extra sensitive.” 
 
    “Oh.” Annie looked at him, appearing suddenly interested, though it was hard to tell with her spectacles on. “I’ve never met someone else with a gift similar to mine. Would you mind telling me about her?” 
 
    “She disappeared after about a year of working for my father. No one knew what happened to her,” Theo said. “I don’t know anything aside from what the other maids said.” 
 
    “Oh,” Annie sounded disappointed. 
 
    Theo struggled for something that would cheer her up. 
 
    “Still, it’s interesting to hear about someone similarly gifted,” she said, then smiled up at him. 
 
    Theo had to suppress a sudden urge to reach a hand up to the dimple on her cheek. “So what is it like?” he said instead. 
 
    “It?” Annie said, turning and walking slowly down the street, back the way he and Jayson had come. 
 
    “Your sight. What do you see?” Theo moved to catch up with Annie. 
 
    “Oh, It’s not that interesting. I can’t see invisible objects or ghosts, or something that might be fun. I see the heat coming off objects.” 
 
    “Heat?” Theo tried imagining what heat would look like. He gave up after a moment, “What do I look like to you?” 
 
    Annie gave a snorting laugh. “You? Well out here in the sun, everything is about the same.” 
 
    “But indoors?” Theo prompted, curiosity piqued. 
 
    Annie was quiet for a moment, then spoke in a serious tone, “At the party, the glow of your face, it was brighter than the other men, I noticed it right away.” 
 
    Theo studied her face, unsure if that was supposed to be a complement. 
 
    “I guess your body is just naturally hotter than most people’s,” she said. 
 
    This time Theo snorted, “Well, that is true.” He reached a hand up and wiped away sweat before it could start dripping down into his eyes. “You said glow. Does heat look like light?” 
 
    Annie nodded, “One of my tutors told me heat and light are actually the same thing but I have no idea if that’s true.” 
 
    A thought came to Theo, “So then you could see a person even in pitch darkness? That seems…useful.” 
 
    Annie raised an eyebrow at him over the rim of her spectacles, “Maybe if I were a street thief creeping around at night. As a nobleman’s daughter, I don’t tend to be out much past sundown.” 
 
    “Right.” He’d been thinking about the usefulness of a gift like that and had forgotten that most people didn’t conduct rescue attempts in the middle of the night. 
 
    “On days like today, the sun warms the street and buildings enough that its painful to look directly at almost anything. Honestly, it feels more like a handicap than a gift,” Annie said. 
 
    Theo looked at Annie, for the first time feeling like he was getting to see the real Annie. She understands what it’s like. He felt something, a longing, stronger than simple attraction. Jayson was the only person in Alanthos that knew about his ability. Sharing that with someone felt like a very intimate act, but Theo suddenly wanted to tell Annie—to share with a person who could truly understand. He felt like a man finding fresh water after weeks in the Resnyian drylands. 
 
    “That sounds…unpleasant,” Theo said. 
 
    “It’s not as unpleasant as your manners.” 
 
    “My, what?” Theo stopped in his tracks confused. Annie turned back to look at him, her expression impossible to read behind her spectacles. 
 
    “It is considered a gentleman’s courtesy to offer his arm to his lady when they are out about the city.” There was a hint of a smile on her lips now. His Lady? My lady? 
 
    “Oh.” Theo stepped forward, clearing his throat and offering his arm to Annie, “My lady.” 
 
    Annie smirked at him, “Thank you, Lord Anamanth.” She took his arm and they continued down the street. Lord Anamanth? He liked the sound of it, especially coming from her. 
 
    They continued talking as they made their way back to the plaza and the artists guild apartments, and all the while Theo was acutely aware of the feeling of her hand on his body. He could sense her, right beside him, his gift magnifying the feeling of closeness. Annie seemed happy to do most of the talking, asking him about life outside the city walls and explaining the various landmarks as they passed them by. There was a certain ease to the conversation, almost as if he and Annie had known each other for years rather than days. 
 
    It felt like mere seconds had passed by the time they reach the apartments. 
 
    “Well. Thank you, lord Anamanth, for escorting me to your apartment,” Annie lowered her spectacles and gave him a sultry smile. 
 
    “My pleasure, Lady Silvermoor. I’m sure you would have been hopelessly lost without my intricate knowledge of the city.” Theo really wanted to invite her inside, but figured that that was probably not a gentlemanly thing to do. 
 
    Annie seemed to read his mind and said, “I would love to stay but I have a rehearsal at the theatre. Perhaps you would like to escort me around the city again. Hopefully some time very soon.” 
 
    “That sounds uh, I mean yes, yes I would like that very much,” Theo could feel the dumb grin on his face, but he was past the point of caring. 
 
    “Good,” Annie said. With a smile and curtsy, she turned and walked down the street. Theo watched her until she disappeared around a corner. He was certainly acting like a fourteen-year-old, but at the moment it didn’t seem like such a bad thing. Theo turned and stepped inside Jayson’s apartment, almost missing the small note that had been slipped underneath the door. 
 
    Something for Jayson? Theo set the note on the table, not wanting to pry into his friend’s business. He managed a few minutes before his curiosity got the better of him. He grabbed the note and opened it. 
 
    All his daydreams of Annie vanished, replaced by a chill of fear.
  
 
    Theo Anamanth. Your attempted rescue was admirable but amateurish. If you wish to acquire the means and skill to keep your promise to the dead man, then meet me tonight, in the floating ruins. Come alone.
  
 
    There was no signature. 
 
    Berik. Theo remembered the dying man’s last words. “Save ma wife and daughter.” 
 
    “A trap?” Jayson said, staring down at the note. He had just gotten back from his time with Shaya and the sun was now being slowly swallowed by the Alanthos rooftops. 
 
    “But why send a note if this person knows where to find me? They could just show up and attack me.” The idea didn’t bother Theo much. He was nearly impossible to surprise. Then he remembered the invisibility of Sivall and his heartbeat quickened. He would never feel that man coming. 
 
    Jayson scratched the short dark hair of his beard. “You’re right. And Mustane wouldn’t send a note if he was planning something.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    Jayson took a match and lit a brightburn candle, setting it on the table, the yellow-green ilumination pushing back the approaching darkness, casting flickering shadows around the corners of the apartment. He went back to the note, tapping the table absently with a finger. “An enemy of Mustane. Maybe someone he employed? A servant or guard? Who else would have known what you did?” 
 
    Theo’s eyebrows came together as he tried to remember that night. He’d alerted a whole manor’s worth of guards, but none of them stood out in his memory. Not that he had been paying much attention. “Is that likely?” Following the note’s instructions seemed like as bad an idea as his last midnight adventure, probably worse. But the mystery of who had left the note kept eating at him. Someone knew much more about him than he did about them, and that made him more than uncomfortable, not to mention curious. He could feel his mind being made up as the last bits of sunlight disappeared. 
 
    “I don’t know. Those who work for Mustane are very loyal, though it’s mostly through fear and implied threats. It seems that someone is bound to stand up to him. Your man at the party did, although his plan was terrible. Make someone desperate enough, back them into a corner and they will attack, no matter how futile it is.” 
 
    A desperate man—or woman? The note didn’t sound desperate, but that was easy to disguise in writing. 
 
    Without warning, Ribbon shot out of Theo’s room and under the table, attacking a shadow cast by one of the legs. 
 
    Jayson sighed, watching the cyvoth rolling on his back, clawing at nothing. “You’re going, aren't you? That’s the same look you had a few nights back.” 
 
    Theo nodded to his friend. “I need to know. And if they are telling the truth, I’ll have help in tracking down that man’s family.” 
 
    Ribbon suddenly sprang up from his back and charged Jayson’s leg, digging his claws in and gnawing a bit of pant leg. 
 
    Jayson clenched his jaw in pain and looked at Theo, “Then I’m stuck here with this little terror. If only he would sleep when I do. Saints know he does enough of it during the day. 
 
    “He’s just nocturnal,” Theo said, giving his friend a pat on the shoulder. “Besides, you agreed to keep the little terror.” 
 
    Jayson made a groaning sound, but reached down and began scratching Ribbon’s ears. “You’re going to be nocturnal if you keep up these midnight excursions.” 
 
      
 
    Theo stared at the huge lake-like widening of the Alanthos river where it completely surrounded ancient ruins—giant partially-fallen structures from another age. He could tell that the ruins towered over most of Alanthos’ modern buildings, even with them removed and surrounded by water. The architecture was foreign and imposing with massive circular pillars of white stone and weather-worn statues depicting forms—some human and others not quite. Theo looked down at the pale blue of the moon’s reflection, deforming on the surface of the slow-moving water. For a second time in the last few days, Theo found himself having made a serious commitment without much of a plan. 
 
    I think I have a problem. 
 
    It being the middle of the night, there were no boats moving up or down the river. Theo, of course, had nothing of his own that would get him across and that left him with one option. He removed his tunic and boots, hiding them under a bit of bush growing on the bank. Then, bracing himself with a deep breath, he dove in. 
 
    The freezing water drove away any tiredness he’d been feeling and he surfaced, gasping from the shock, heart hammering as if he’d been in an all-out sprint. It was a warm summer night, but the Alanthos river flowed down from the great mountains of Chask, bringing the ice-cold temperature with it. Theo turned himself towards the ruins and began moving with long strokes, forcing his muscles to work. Freezing from a half-naked swim would be a very stupid way to end up dead. 
 
    After several long minutes he slowed, treading water and letting his arms rest. He no longer felt cold as his shoulder and leg muscles burned from the effort of the swim. Theo was now feeling glad for the many days he’d spent swimming in the large pond at his father’s estate. It had turned him into a more than decent swimmer. Even so, he saw he was only halfway to the ruins. 
 
    Can’t stop now. He took a few more deep breaths in and out and went back to swimming, now more focused on his endurance than the cold water. 
 
    After what felt like at least an hour—but was probably only a few more minutes—Theo was able to see a small landing at the edge of the closest stone structures; a lip of perfectly smooth stone sticking up a foot or so above the river. He changed direction slightly and headed for the landing. 
 
    In the water in front of him something moved, breaking the surface. From the light of the moon he could vaguely make out a dark shape, submerged except for the very top of its head. A moment later, the thing dove and he realized just how huge it was as it disappeared. 
 
    Saints! Theo’s heart was hammering now from both exertion and fear. The idea of something lurking in the dark below provided him with a renewed burst of energy and he pushed through the water, swinging and kicking his limbs. He felt slow and awkward, as he vaguely sensed several animal bodies in the water with him. Something surfaced on his left, then another shape, on his right. He could feel even more now, closing in from every direction. Theo swam with desperate movements, fighting to push his body through the water with every bit of strength he had left. He could feel the things circling slowly closer, watching. Even with the fear giving him strength, Theo was feeling the exhaustion set in. He forced himself to focus only on the next stroke of his arms. One. Two. One. Two. One. Two. 
 
    Just when Theo thought he couldn’t lift his arms one more time, his foot hit something solid. He pushed, coming to stand chest deep on what must have been a partially submerged section of the ruins. He twisted his body side to side, wading forward as fast as possible, arms feeling like they were made of lead. The things were within arm’s reach, causing ripples in the water around him. Theo lunged the last few feet, grabbing the ledge and hauling himself up, grunting from the weight of his soaking body. He looked back as he rolled onto the landing just in time to see a pair of massive jaws break the surface. The teeth of the monster were ivory white and all clumped at the front of the jaw in a deadly beak-like shape. Theo rolled away from the edge, stopping on his back at what felt like a safe distance. 
 
    He lay there for several minutes, his chest heaving, his eyes occasionally darting towards the river to make sure nothing was trying to climb out. He could still feel the animals near the edge, moving back and forth, waiting for him to return. Theo looked upward, focusing on the moon as he tried to slow his breathing, the movement of his chest becoming less and less exaggerated. With his breath somewhat under control, Theo stood, the muscles of his arms and legs feeling shaky. He was now dripping wet, with no boots or tunic, in some deserted ruins, his only way back filled with giant river monsters. 
 
    I really really need to plan better. He wrung some river water out of his hair then turned and started up a wide set of stairs that lead to a landing with a better view. At the top of the stairs were two large statues, standing guard over a pathway continuing further into the ruins. The statues were human-shaped with what he thought at first were animal heads, but realized after a closer look, were meant to be intricate helmets. Each was about three times his height and stared down at him with cold stone eyes, holding long, straight-bladed swords, some style of weapon that was no longer used. There was a certain gravitas and sense of forgotten secrets to these ruins, almost like he’d stepped through time into another world. 
 
    As he looked ahead, Theo saw that the ruins were their own miniature city—made up of many more buildings than he’d been able to see from the shore. He started along the path, weaving between the various buildings, towards the center, occasionally having to wade across a section that was submerged. 
 
    It was barely noticeable at first, but as he approached a massive temple-like structure, he could feel a body—a human, somewhere inside. He stopped for a moment at the temple entrance, peering at the dark interior. After making sure it was just the one body, Theo stepped inside, moving slowly at first, waiting for his eyes to adjust. He could sense the person directly ahead at the far end of the Temple, elevated on something. 
 
    “I know you’re there,” Theo called. The hairs on his arms stood up as his echo sounded back, reverberating around the massive open space. He waited in place for a moment but there was no response or movement. His eyes were now adjusted enough to make out the general shape of the interior and as he started forward again, he saw giant circular pillars lining each side of the center walkway. Beyond the pillars on either side was more open space and eventually the outer walls of the temple. 
 
    Theo slowly made his way towards the body, feeling ant-like as he passed each ten-foot-wide pillar. The body he had sensed was visible now on the far side, sitting cross-legged and motionless at the top of a staircase. Last chance to get out. But there was no way he was backing out now. Not when he was this close. 
 
    Theo rolled his shoulders and started the climb, calling out again. 
 
    No response. No movement. Theo frowned. Is this person deaf? 
 
    The figure was sitting with an upright posture, meaning they couldn’t be asleep. He reached the top and stopped in front of the figure, a man, old and wrinkled with a trimmed gray beard that came down a little past his chin. His hair was a gray silver color and Theo wondered if it was from old age or Thanian blood. Or both. 
 
    “Hello?” Theo stepped close so there was no way he couldn’t be noticed. 
 
    The man’s arms rested easily on his crossed legs and Theo noticed now that his eyes were closed. He leaned forward, their faces now only a few inches apart, reaching a finger up to touch the man’s forehead. 
 
    Theo didn’t see the fist that hit him. He stumbled back in shock and pain, holding his nose and struggling not to fall down the stairs. 
 
    “What the-” 
 
    The next blow hit him in the stomach, pushing air out of his mouth. Theo’s confusion flared to anger in an instant. You want a fight then, old man. He closed his eyes, pretending to be staggered from the blow. He felt the man moving, coming in on his left. Theo opened his eyes and swung. The old man was faster than he expected, ducking his surprise attack and hitting him in the face and chest with three quick punches. Theo backpedaled, more surprised than hurt.  
 
    “Who are you?” Theo said, getting his balance and dropping into a ready stance. He was no bar brawler, but he and Jayson had gotten into their share of fights. He even had the scar to prove it. 
 
    The man’s only response was to charge him. 
 
    Theo threw a counter punch expecting to catch the man coming in. Again, he missed. The man was moving like a champion boxer, weaving his body in and around Theo’s strikes and coming in low. 
 
    Theo kicked but the man caught his leg and then swept his remaining leg out from under him.  
 
    Theo flailed desperately, but fell hard on his back. The stone knocked the wind from his body and sent a lance of pain through his skull. Theo let out a moan, raising his arms in a pitiful defense. 
 
    Killed by an old man. And just after he’d survived a swim with those things in the river. Jayson was never going to stop teasing him for going out this way. He braced for the next blow, but it never came. Theo lowered his arms, seeing the man standing over him, his forehead wrinkles doubling in a disapproving look. 
 
    “Worse than I thought,” the voice was sharp and powerful, sounding like it belonged to a much younger man. 
 
    “What?” Theo was equal parts humiliated, in pain, and confused. 
 
    The man turned and moved back to his spot, resuming his seated posture, complete with closed eyes. “Thought maybe I’d have something to work with, but even I can’t make gold out of river mud.” 
 
    Theo pushed himself to a sitting position, touching his face and feeling the wetness of blood, dripping from his nose. 
 
    “Are you the one who left me the note? Why attack me?” 
 
    The man ignored his questions. “As loud as a herd of angry hornjaws and about as dangerous as a cut of week-old cheese. At least the cheese might give me a stomach ache.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” The man seemed intent on adding insults to Theo’s already injured pride.  
 
    The man opened one eye and shot a glance at him. “I said you’re loud and you fight like a little girl, worse even. My granddaughter could give you a good thrashing.” 
 
    Theo pushed himself to his feet. He was cold and tired and his nose was stinging. He was definitely not in a mood to endure this man’s condescension. 
 
    “Fine then, sit in your ruins, old man.” Theo wiped away a bit of blood that had made it down to his lip then turned to leave. His face had just been used as a punching bag by someone who was—in all likelihood—mentally unwell. He doubted this was the person who’d left him the note. At the moment all he wanted was to crawl under the blankets of his bed and sleep through the night and a good chunk of tomorrow. 
 
    “Where are you going?” The man’s voice was hard, like he expected obedience. 
 
    To hell with that. Theo kept moving down the stairs. 
 
    “Your promises mean so little then?” Theo stopped halfway down a step, turning back to look at the man. “I keep my promises, old man.” He let his frustration, pain and anger coat the words. “If Mustane sent you here to stop me from doing that then get it over with. Otherwise I’m going to try to get some sleep.” 
 
    The man watched him silently for several moments, tugging on his beard hairs. Finally he stood, easily and more smoothly than a man his age should—more easily even than Theo would have managed. “A bit of stubbornness, some defiance. Maybe there’s something I can work with after all.” 
 
    Theo narrowed his eyes. “No games, old man. What do you want?” 
 
    The man moved down the stairs, stopping next to him. 
 
    Theo took a half-step back, ready for another attack. The man’s serious face broke into a grin, showing the straight whiteness of well cleaned teeth. Definitely not the teeth of a homeless madman. 
 
    He offered a hand to Theo who eyed it for a moment before gripping it and returning the handshake. 
 
    “My name is Gin Ru. I’m…well, these days I’m mostly just a grumpy old bastard.” 
 
    Theo lifted an eyebrow. At least the man had some self-awareness. 
 
    “It’s good to meet officially, Theolon Anamanth. You prefer Theo though.” 
 
    “We’ve met before?” Theo studied the man, mentally off balance from his abrupt change from aggressive to friendly. Now that the man had brought it up, Theo did think there was something familiar about him. He concentrated, searching his tired mind. 
 
    “Spare a bit of coin for an old soldier?” Gin shook his hand in front of Theo’s face, miming holding a bamboo cup. 
 
    “You!” Theo eyes went wide, “The beggar by the healing house.” 
 
    “And the party.” 
 
    “Party?” Theo thought back for a moment then his eyes widened. “The servant, by the door. You took my coat.” 
 
    Gin grinned. “Maybe there’s more than just some rocks rattling around in your skull. There was one other time, during your little adventure in Mustane’s manor.” 
 
    Theo’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Gin. He’d impersonated a guard? How? That would have taken—then he remembered the servant. The old one, carrying that food tray through the hallway. 
 
    “You’d be surprised what they let servants get away with, especially old ones like me,” Gin gave a sly wink. 
 
    Theo stepped back, shaking his head slowly. This man had been following him for days, in plain sight, and Theo had never had any idea. 
 
    “Seems I was also right about your gift. It’s a sense, right? You can see people, or is it more like hearing?” 
 
    Theo tried to hide his surprise. How had the man guessed his ability so easily? Had he done it just by watching Theo? 
 
    “It’s more like touch,” Theo said, keeping his face neutral. He still wasn’t sure if he should trust Gin, but the man already knew almost all of Theo’s secrets. It seemed to be too late to make the decision. The man had made him look like a complete novice, both in espionage and hand-to-hand combat. If Theo could swallow his bruised pride, he knew Gin would make a very valuable ally. 
 
    “So, you are going to help me find Berik’s family?” 
 
    Gin gave him a critical look up and down. Theo remembered that he was shirtless, bootless, soggy, and bloody. Not the most impressive sight. 
 
    “I’m going to help you, and you’re going to help me,” Gin said. 
 
    Theo eyed him. “Help with what?” 
 
    “This is much bigger than one dead man. What I need is someone out in the streets of the city. Preferably a young someone whose knees and back don’t ache.” 
 
    Theo’s eyes narrowed. Somehow he doubted the man suffered much from joint pain. 
 
    Gin just stood there, waiting quietly. 
 
    Theo mulled the idea over. If Gin wanted to go after Mustane, then they had the same basic goal. Still, he was not sure if he should agree to help a man who had assaulted him just moments before. 
 
    “And I should trust you? Just like that?” Theo said. 
 
    “No you shouldn’t,” Theo frowned but Gin continued, “but I’ve had several opportunities to kill you, including just now. You don’t have to trust me, but I think I’ve proven that I’m not here to harm you.” 
 
    Theo’s stinging nose seemed to disagree. He wiped another droplet of blood away. What Gin had said made sense. Even if the man had his own agenda, he would still be a valuable ally. 
 
    “Explain one thing and you have a deal,” Theo finally said. 
 
    Gin gave him a suspicious look, “Depends on what you want to know.” 
 
    “Those things, in the water. What are they?” 
 
    The old man gave a sharp laugh like he’d been expecting something else, “Oh those. I don’t know what they’re called. Snappers is what most people call them. They keep everyone else away from the ruins. That’s all I care about.” Gin cocked his head at Theo, looking him up and down, “You swam across didn’t you.” 
 
    “Well I—I mean…how else was I suppose to get across in the middle of the night?” 
 
    Gin looked at him for a few seconds then shrugged, “Well you’re alive. That’s what’s important. Next time though, take one of my canoes. I’ll show you where I hide them.” 
 
    Theo wasn’t sure if he felt better or worse after seeing the man’s reaction. 
 
    “Alright, I’ve told you what you wanted to know. Are you satisfied?” 
 
    Not really. Theo nodded anyway. 
 
    “Good.” Gin held up a wrinkled finger, “I just have one rule when you work with me.” 
 
    Theo frowned at the finger a few inches from his face, “What?” 
 
    “You do what I say, no complaints.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The buzz of the crowded plaza washed over Theo as he stepped into the open square. He could feel the weight of all the bodies pressing in, threatening. For the first time since arriving at the city, however, he resisted the tug of anxiety. 
 
    Theo looked down at Annie, her arm resting lightly on his. Her scent was like a calming aura—a floral aroma that reminded him of the woods just after a rain. Today she was wearing a pearl-green dress, more plain than what he’d seen her in at the party. Despite its simplicity—or maybe because of it—Annie seemed to stand out, even among the more flamboyantly dressed women of the plaza. As usual, she had on her bonnet, though she’d left her spectacles off.  
 
    He hoped she wouldn’t put them on since he enjoyed seeing the bright blue of her eyes. 
 
    “There,” Annie said, pointing across the plaza. 
 
    Theo followed her finger to Jayson’s tall form. 
 
    He was speaking with another man, making sweeping gestures with one arm while Shaya held on to the other. The breeze was blowing the woman’s shining Thanian hair and she was constantly reaching a hand up to brush it away. 
 
    Annie began energetically pulling Theo across the plaza, towards the other couple. Theo let himself be led by the woman, smiling at her uncontained excitement. She reminded him of Ribbon, with her random bursts of energy and enthusiasm. 
 
    As they walked, he studied the buildings lining the edges of the square. With fairgrounds, shops, a specialty market, the grand theatre, and even a small zoo housing various exotic animals, the space offered almost any kind of pleasure a person might want—if you had the coin. 
 
    Shaya saw them approaching first, her hand coming up in a timid wave of recognition.  
 
    “There you two are. You better not have been having too much fun without us,” Annie said as she halted Theo’s momentum with a hard tug. 
 
    “Annie, Theo. Of course we haven’t. Just chatting with some fans,” Jayson said, turning to them with his usual handsome grin, his strong voice cutting through the bustling sounds of the plaza. 
 
    Shaya smiled at the two of them, her green eyes catching Theo’s for a moment before looking down at her feet. She was awkwardly shy, an almost perfect opposite to Annie, and Theo wondered for a moment what was going on behind the rich green of her eyes. They reminded him of the color of ironwood leaves, right as spring was turning into summer. 
 
    He felt Annie flinch and turned back confused for a moment, wondering what he’d done. Then he remembered. Her eyes. A beam of light had hit her face directly when she’d turned her head. Theo stepped so that his shadow covered her face. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Much. Thank you,” Annie leaned closer so their bodies were almost touching and reached a hand up, running it down his cheek, tracing his scar to the bottom of his chin. 
 
    Theo’s heart performed a somersault at the unexpected touch, feeling a hot tingle where her fingers brushed his skin. He swallowed hard. 
 
    “How did you get it?” She said, her hand lingering for a second before dropping. 
 
    Jayson spoke before Theo could. “He has this habit of getting into situations that leave him physical souvenirs.” 
 
    Annie leaned a little closer and Theo could feel her breath on his neck. “Oh, a dangerous man,” she said, playfully. 
 
    Jayson gave a short laugh, “Dangerous to himself, maybe.” 
 
    Theo shot him an I’m-going-to-kill-you glare but his friend kept smiling, unfazed. 
 
    “Well, if you two aren’t too busy flirting, I’d like to get to the barrel toss. I’m feeling it today, I’m going to beat my record.” 
 
    “Oh! Theo has to try as well,” Annie said, gripping his arm. 
 
    Jayson led the way through the plaza towards the fairgrounds, a grassy section on the east edge. A collection of young men spotted the actor as they stepped up to the barrel toss, and began chanting his name in unison. Theo felt the now thicker crowd of people pressing on his sense and forced several deep breaths in and out. 
 
     Jayson began pumping his fist in the air in time with the chant, stepping up to stand beside the event. The barrel toss was two wooden beams, driven into the ground about eight feet apart. Starting halfway up the beams and continuing to the top were evenly spaced notches. Theo saw that the notches were there to hold a slender pole that could track the height of a throw. 
 
    “Mister Ramthorn,” the man overseeing the event said. He was a squat man with a jutting forehead and limbs that could only come from decades of loading and unloading barrels. “The second notch?” 
 
     Jayson nodded and dropped a few coppers into the man’s waiting hand. 
 
     The crowd of men around Jayson booed. 
 
    He held up a hand and they immediately fell silent. “Only a warm-up toss, boys.” 
 
    The crowd broke out in cheers of approval. 
 
    Jayson took his position, facing away from the beams, bending down with a firm grip on the keg the overseer had set out. He paused for a moment and Theo saw every muscle in his friend’s body tense. With a grunt and a heave Jayson tossed the barrel up and backwards over his head. It cleared the pole with room to spare, landing with a thump on the soft grass. There were a few scattered calls of “good job!” and some isolated clapping. 
 
    “Three,” Jayson said, handing over more coins. The chanting started again, as the overseer moved the pole up a notch before rolling a second barrel into place. 
 
    Theo realized he was holding his breath, caught up in the moment and silently willing his friend on. 
 
    “What do you think of him?” Theo blinked and looked down to see that Annie was speaking past him to Shaya. He leaned back, feeling a bit like he was eavesdropping, though Annie clearly didn’t care. 
 
    “I…” Shaya blushed, her pale skin turning bright pink. Her eyes flicked up to Theo, then Jayson, then down. “He’s very handsome, and very popular,” she paused for a moment, looking like she was struggling to form the next sentence, “but, I don't think he’s interested in someone like me.” 
 
    Theo looked at the Thanian woman, remembering what Annie had told him about Jayson’s strictly platonic feelings. He thought about giving her some kind of encouragement, but failed to come up with anything. 
 
    The crowd groaned and Theo looked to see that Jayson’s throw had knocked the pole off the notch. 
 
    “Again?” the overseer asked. The crowd began chanting, “Again, again!” 
 
    Jayson paid and the overseer reset the pole. 
 
    “You are smart at least. Not a good idea to get your hopes up for that man. In all honesty, he could have any woman in Alanthos. Even if you could catch him, you would spend all your time and energy just keeping other women away,” Annie said. 
 
    Theo thought there was the hint of spite in her tone. 
 
    Shaya looked down with a defeated expression, not arguing the point. 
 
    Theo now felt the need to defend both Shaya’s desirability and his friend’s character. Annie’s words seemed needlessly cruel. She means well, probably just trying to prepare Shaya for rejection. Theo opened his mouth to add to the conversation but a loud cheer and applause cut him off. 
 
    “Prize for three notches, long beak feather,” the overseer produced a long, bright green feather from his stand and handed it to Jayson. The tall actor held it over his head in a victory pose, causing the crowd to roar even louder. 
 
    Theo shook his head, trying to fight off a smile. 
 
    The actor bounded over to the three of them, giving an exaggerated bow and handing Shaya the feather. 
 
     She blushed and accepted the prize, running a finger over the strands. “It’s so incredibly soft.” 
 
     Jayson smiled and took Shaya’s arm, turning around to bask in his accomplishment. 
 
    He was only able to enjoy the attention for a few more seconds before everyone’s attention shifted. 
 
    A huge figure strode through the crowd, his bald head shining in the noonday sun as he approached the barrel toss. 
 
    Broc—Mustane’s bodyguard—stepped up to the overseer, paid, and then yanked his tunic off over his head in one smooth motion. Theo couldn’t help but stare at the impossible musculature of the bronze giant. Broc looked like he might have a hornjaw somewhere in his family tree. Could probably pick one up at least. 
 
    The overseer seemed to already know where Broc wanted the pole and brought out a ladder, climbing up to set it on the very top of the two beams. The crowd grew silent as Broc stepped in front of the barrel, gripping it with hands that made it look more like an over-sized mug than a keg. Without so much as a grunt, he launched the barrel into the air, easily sending it more than twenty feet high, far over the top of the pole. The barrel hurtled back to the ground, shattering and soaking the grass with old beer. The crowd erupted in cheers that became chants of “Broc! Broc!”. 
 
    Theo looked at Jayson, feeling the smallest bit of satisfaction. Finally, something he’s not the best at. 
 
    Jayson just shrugged, seeming unbothered by the impressive display of strength. “I’m just a normal man, can’t compete with someone like that.” 
 
    “Theo, it’s your turn to toss,” Annie said, nudging him forward. 
 
    “What? You think I’m going up there after that?” he laughed nervously. 
 
    “Please?” Annie gave him a pleading look that melted through his resistance like a heated poker through a cheese wheel. 
 
    Before he could agree to his humiliation, there was a blur of motion as something small pushed its way between him and Annie, then scurried off into the crowd. 
 
    “Hey!” Annie yelled, clutching her side in surprise. “That boy stole my handbag.” She let go of Theo and took a quick step forward but stopped, off balance. Her expensive boots had apparently been designed for looks, not function. 
 
    Theo caught her by the arm, helping her to balance. “I’ll get it,” he said. 
 
    He left Annie and began pushing through the crowd that still surrounded the victoriously-flexing Broc, focusing his gift, ignoring the constricting anxiety, instead letting anger at the thief hone his sense to a razor’s edge. The small body was there among all the others, moving quickly towards the west side of the plaza. 
 
    Theo broke from the crowd, accelerating into a run. He caught sight of the boy, weaving his small body easily around the many plaza goers. Theo followed, doing his best not to knock into anyone too hard. He managed only a few awkward collisions, calling apologies over his shoulder. A few moments later he was on the north plaza bridge that spanned the Alanthos river. The waterway flowed straight through, almost perfectly cutting the plaza square into an east and west side. The boy had already reached the opposite end of the bridge. 
 
    Saints, he’s quick! Theo dodged couples who were tossing coins into the river, making lovers’ wishes, before bounding off the far side of the bridge. 
 
    The boy was nowhere to be seen, but Theo didn't need to see him. He’d kept a tight focus with his sense and could feel the thief through the scattering of other bodies, now moving for the southern exit. 
 
    Theo took off again. It was less crowded on the west side and he was finally able to move at full speed. He might not be as strong as Jayson, but if there was one place he had an advantage, it was running. He gained on the boy who gave several worried glances back, revealing a very young, dirt-smudged face. There were just a few strides between them when the boy suddenly made a sharp left turn, darting down a tight alleyway. Theo cursed, struggling to keep his balance as he changed direction. He sprinted down the alley, a tight space that ran straight south then turned west. The boy disappeared around the corner with Theo on his heels. 
 
    Theo slowed as he saw the dead end in front of them. His shoulders were rising and falling in big motions from the run. Maybe I’m not quite in the shape I thought I was. He watched as the boy reached the end of the alley, his dirty face darting around, searching for a way out. After a moment he seemed to accept his fate and turned to face Theo, brow set in a child’s scowl of defiance. 
 
    Theo held his palms out in front of him, advancing slowly, “Don’t worry, boy, I won’t hurt you. I just want the lady’s bag back.” 
 
     The boy had on a pair of trousers—patched on both knees, muddy shoes, and a stained shirt, complete with a large hole under one armpit. 
 
    Theo suddenly felt bad for the boy. He was probably one of the street orphans. Just trying to get by. Still, Theo had told Annie he would get her bag back, and that’s what he would do. 
 
     The boy’s eyes darted from Theo to the alley behind him. Theo moved closer, trying to look as nonthreatening as possible, treating the boy like a cornered animal. He was three steps away when the boy tossed Annie’s bag on the ground. 
 
    “Don’t hurt me, sir. Didn’t mean nothin, just havin some fun.” 
 
    Theo bent down to pick it up. “It’s alright. See? I said I wasn’t—” 
 
    The boy bolted past him, back out of the ally. 
 
    “—going to hurt you,” he finished to the empty alley. 
 
    That went surprisingly well. Then he felt it, the body of someone, a larger someone, coming down the alley towards him. He turned, eyes narrowing in recognition. “What are yo—” 
 
    Gin’s palm collided with his jaw, making a cracking sound. Theo’s eyes started watering as he reeled back. 
 
    “Ow! What the saints was that for?” 
 
    “Are you an idiot? Or just hopelessly naive?” Gin said, clenching his fist as though preparing for a more solid blow. 
 
    “Am I…what? —Neither,” Theo said, recovering and rubbing his jaw. Damn, he hits hard. 
 
    “Are you senile or do you just enjoy inflicting pain on others?” 
 
     Gin’s scowl of anger morphed into a crinkled grin and he barked a laugh. “Maybe a bit of both.” His face became serious again, “Do you realize that if I had been Mustane or one of his men, then you’d have just walked yourself into my trap?” 
 
    Theo stopped rubbing his jaw and looked at the other man. He’s right. Dammit, he’s right. If someone had wanted him dead, then he’d just served himself up on a tray for them. It hadn’t even crossed his mind to be cautious, chasing the boy into the alley alone. 
 
    Gin pointed to the bag in Theo’s hands. “Women, they’re a weakness. You need to keep your head and your heart away from them.” 
 
    Theo felt irrational anger come to an instant boil inside him. “I promised to work with you, old man, but you won’t tell me what to do with my personal life.” The words came out with a force that surprised even him. 
 
    Gin gave him an unimpressed frown. A long silence stretched between them as both men just stared. 
 
    Theo broke first. “So this was just an elaborate plan to show how I don’t think ahead?” 
 
    “The best plans accomplish multiple objectives, though I’d say I succeeded on that point.” Theo scowled, but Gin kept going, “No, the main reason is that I have a job for you. Don’t worry, it’s very simple. Simple enough for even you to accomplish successfully.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep insulting me every time we speak?” Theo said. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Are you going to continue giving me good reasons to?” 
 
    Theo really wanted to slug the man in his smug, wrinkled face. Unfortunately that was easier thought than done. He let out a forceful sigh instead. 
 
    Gin raised an eyebrow like he was surprised Theo hadn’t gone for the swing. 
 
    “So what is this simple job then?” Theo said. 
 
     Gin gave him a too-wide grin that made him feel just a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    It was several minutes later when Theo stepped out of the alley and back into the plaza. His mind was moving in different directions as he thought about the instructions Gin had just shared with him. He scanned the crowd, almost immediately spotting Jayson and the ladies. They had apparently tried to follow but must have lost him when he slipped into the alley. 
 
    “Theo!” Annie exclaimed as he approached, moving towards him as fast as she could in her boots and dress. He held up her bag and smiled triumphantly, Gin’s words starting to fade like the mist in the sun. 
 
     Annie stepped into his shadow and gripped the bag with one hand, Theo’s arm with the other. She looked up at him from within her bonnet, her face showing relief along with a hint of mischief. 
 
    “I believe you dropped this, my lady,” Theo gave her a wink, doing his best Jayson impersonation. 
 
    “Oh, my hero, what would I have done without you?” Annie placed the back of her hand on her forehead in a mocking swoon. Her face became serious again and she stepped close. “I think this deserves a reward.” 
 
    Before Theo could think of any witty response, Annie stood on her toes and kissed him. Her lips were very soft and pleasantly warm. This time Theo’s heart did a complete tumbler’s routine, twisting and spinning in his chest. He was still frozen in surprise, lips slightly parted as she pulled away. 
 
    Annie giggled and playfully shoved him before turning and moving back towards the center of the plaza, swaying her hips as though she knew he was watching. 
 
    He was. 
 
      
 
    Sitting silently in the darkness of night, Theo’s disguise and mask made him feel like some nocturnal creature. He looked from his rooftop vantage point, towards southeast Alanthos. A part of him wanted to stay seated on the rooftop and simply watch the moon and stars. It was private and peaceful—the only time the streets weren’t packed with bodies. He could feel the people, clustered inside the buildings around him, all motionless, all sleeping. 
 
    Theo sucked in a final breath of night air then moved to the edge of the building, sliding over, his hands easily finding holds. It was another advantage his smaller, skinnier build had over Jayson. Climbing came easily to him. He’d lost track of the many hours he’d spent in the branches of tall ironbark trees on his father’s property. 
 
    Theo dropped to the street, pulling back into the shadows as a bored-looking night watchman walked by. The man was dressed in the same dark-blue uniform that all watchmen wore, complete with straightsword sheathed on his back. He held a brightburn lantern in one hand, letting it swing low at his side, the handle making a light squeaking sound. 
 
    Theo was grateful for the lack of vigilance but also slightly concerned by how easy it was to avoid the man. What other nighttime activities go unnoticed? Someone else having that thought might have become paranoid, wondering who might be hiding around the next dark corner. For Theo and his gift though, the darkness wasn’t a problem. 
 
    Unless there are more like that bodyguard of Mustane’s. He frowned but quickly pushed the thought away. Worrying about it was pointless. Worse, distracting. 
 
    Theo moved down the street, his clothes making small sounds, despite his efforts to be silent. He could feel the wind blowing through a small hole in the shirt, one that had been made by Mustane’s guard the night of his botched rescue attempt. Need to ask Jayson for some replacements. He reached up and felt where his mask had taken the crossbow bolt, feeling a splintered crack. Definitely need to. 
 
    Jayson’s initial objections to his nightly escapades seemed to have vanished now that he was working with Gin. He could tell his friend was starting to enjoy enabling Theo’s rogue activities. That was probably not a good thing, seeing as he was already too good at getting himself into bad situations. Having a voice of reason might just save his life, or at the least prevent a few extra scars. If I actually listen, that is. 
 
    Theo ducked into an alley as he sensed another watchman approach. This one seemed more alert than the first, although he made no effort to check the alley beyond a halfhearted glance. A few seconds later the man had passed and Theo continued south, into the craftsman’s district, mentally reviewing the old man’s instructions. 
 
    Gin wanted him to meet with someone. This mystery person had some information that he was meant to pass on to Gin. It seemed childishly simple and Theo didn’t understand why Gin didn’t go himself, or simply have this person come to him. 
 
    He blew out an exasperated breath. I’ll do what Gin wants this time, however pointless it is. Then maybe the old man would stop accusing him of incompetence. 
 
    He was supposed to be looking for a house on the south edge of the district, bordering the slums. Gin said it would have a circular glass window on the second floor. It didn’t seem like much to go by. 
 
    As it turned out, that bit of detail was exactly enough description. He immediately spotted the building as he came to the edge of the district. 
 
    Theo scaled a building two spots over then slowly made his way across the roofs, jumping the small gaps until he was on top of the house in question. Wisps of mist were slowly approaching from the east, floating up from the Alanthos river and across the tops of the buildings like giant ghostly snakes. 
 
    Theo focused his sense, feeling the building below him for life. It was empty, except for some small animals—probably rats, considering how close it was to the slums. He thought about sitting down while waiting, but just as he glanced around for a comfortable seat, he felt someone. 
 
    They were approaching from the north towards his building. 
 
    Theo concentrated, waiting to see if it was a night watchman who was simply passing by. The person stopped in front of the house, then stepped inside. 
 
    Definitely not a watchman. He waited, tracking the body as it moved upwards.  A few moments passed and then there was a quiet click as the covered opening that gave access to the roof swung up, revealing a hunched hooded figure, coming quickly up the last few steps. The face was hidden from view but from the build and the gait, Theo guessed it was a man—a slightly overweight one. The stranger closed the covering, then turned, stiffening noticeably. 
 
    “Who are you?” It was definitely a man’s voice. Theo detected surprise and maybe a hint of fear in his tone. 
 
    Does he know who he’s meeting? Or maybe it was just the disguise that startled the man. “I was sent by Gin. He said you had information.” 
 
    The man seemed to relax at the name. He moved forward, stopping close enough for Theo to see under the hood. He was older, middle aged at least, with a bit of fat collecting around what had probably once been a strong jaw. Theo spotted the silver-blonde streaks of Thanian hair that was starting to thin. 
 
    “He didn’t say you’d be dressed like a theatre performer.” 
 
    Theo smiled a little from behind his mask. At least I’m not the only one Gin kept in the dark. “He didn’t say much about you either.” 
 
    The man grunted, “That’s him. The old dog forgets not everyone knows as much as him.” The man lifted an arm from under his cloak and handed a small leather satchel to Theo. “All the names I could find of missing people in the last month or so. Wasn’t easy to collect all those, let me tell you, had to call in several favors.” 
 
    Theo nodded and opened the satchel flap, glancing at the reed paper inside. He closed it, satisfied. Back to Gin. 
 
    Theo’s brow furrowed and he looked up at the other man. “Did someone come with you?” 
 
    “With me? No. I came alone, swear on the saints.” The man’s face twisted into a worried look. 
 
    Theo whipped his head around towards where he could feel the other body. 
 
    A silhouette was standing two buildings over, holding something thin and long in their hand. The figure raised the object to its face and Theo saw what it was. Blow gun. 
 
    “Get back inside,” he hissed at the other man, shoving him back towards the roof opening. The man stumbled then caught himself, opening the covering and moving down the stairs. He paused, looking back at Theo, waiting. “I’ll lead him away,” Theo said, motioning the older man down. The informant hesitated then let the covering drop, disappearing from view. 
 
    Theo turned to see the stranger jumping the gap onto his rooftop at the same time feeling a sting in his shoulder. He glanced down at a needle-like dart sticking through the fabric of his shirt. He plucked it out and threw it at the attacker, drawing his knife with his other hand. His opponent ignored his throw and raised the blow gun for another shot. As the moonlight passed over the figure, Theo saw that the blow gun appeared to be made from a dried, hollowed-out reed. He dodged left to avoid the projectile but felt another sting, this time in his thigh. 
 
    Theo let out a frustrated growl, ignoring the dart and charging his opponent. It was a Thanian man, he saw, the second Thanian he’d encountered that night. The attacker was much younger than the rotund informant, his silver hair slicked back, greasy and gleaming. Luckily for Theo, he also had the small build that was a hallmark of Thanes. 
 
    Theo covered the distance between them and stabbed, aiming for the smaller man’s abdomen. His opponent was already moving, dodging to the side, bringing his blow gun up for another shot. Theo felt the dart on his neck, just below his ear, giving him a shock of pain as it pierced sensitive skin. The man had somehow shot in between his mask and the side of his hood all while avoiding Theo’s attack. Theo would have been very impressed if he wasn’t being turned into a pincushion. He plucked the dart from his neck, feeling a trickle of warm liquid drip down the inside of his clothing. 
 
     The other man retreated a few steps but Theo was on him, refusing to let his opponent take another shot. The Thanian raised his blow gun just as Theo threw himself forward. He saw the man’s eyes widen an instant before his airborne body hit, dropping both men to the rooftop. The Thanian’s head hit stone with a crack. 
 
    Theo pushed himself upright, careful to keep his opponent pinned under him. 
 
    With a dazed look, the man tried to jab him with a dart he held in his off hand. Theo intercepted his wrist, slamming it down several times on the stone. He slid his knees up so that they were pinning both of the man’s arms beneath him, allowing Theo to grip his throat with both hands. 
 
    “Who are you?” he growled. 
 
    The Thanian grinned up at him, saying nothing. 
 
    “Who. Are. You?” Theo repeated, louder. He squeezed the man’s throat tighter for emphasis.  
 
    The man began to choke and sputter. Theo held a moment longer then released his grip. 
 
    “Tosh, my name is Tosh, but then, that doesn’t mean anything to you, does it?” Tosh had a very smug expression for someone who had just been slammed and strangled. 
 
    Theo set his jaw, ready to start squeezing again. He blinked once to clear his vision, frowned, then blinked again. 
 
    “Who sent you toattackme?” Theo said, stopping in confusion, realized his words had begun to slur together. He glanced down to see Tosh’s grin was even wider now. “Wha…?” Theo felt a heaviness spread over his entire body, causing him to slump to one side. 
 
    Tosh shoved, easily pushing Theo away before getting back to his feet. 
 
    Theo struggled to stand, stumbling a step as the world tilted and spun. He felt ten times more drunk than he’d ever been before. 
 
    Poison? The realization came far too late. He tried to focus on Tosh’s face but the ground kept shifting, forcing him to keep readjusting his stance. 
 
    “I have a message from Mustane,” the Thanian man said. 
 
    “Wot meethedge?” Theo mumbled. His tongue felt like it filled his entire mouth. 
 
    “The message is your dead body. I think the old man will get the meaning.” Tosh ran a gloved hand up and over his oily hair. “I’d like to see how far you make it, but I have other victims requiring my special touch.” 
 
    Theo was barely listening. He was having trouble focusing, his mind sloshing from one half-formed thought to another. Gin. I need to get to Gin. He turned to move for the roof covering, vaguely aware that Tosh had disappeared. He took one step and immediately fell to his hands and knees, pausing for a moment and then pushing himself up, managing several lurching steps before falling next to the covering. He swung it open and clambered down the stairs using the wall to keep himself from falling again. Eventually he made it to the ground level, tripping over a broken chair and moving in a zigzag as the earth did its best to throw him off his feet. 
 
    Northwest. I need to go northwest. Theo stumbled out the front door and looked back and forth along the street. He couldn’t remember what direction was north and what was south. Thinking was requiring an enormous effort. 
 
    He was about to call out for the night’s watch, but in a flash of clarity he realized that they would remove his mask, learn his identity and question him thoroughly. If that happened, Mustane would eventually learn it too. 
 
    Theo moved across the street towards a dark alley, falling again as he reached the space between buildings. He gave up and began crawling into the darkness. He stopped several feet in, leaning back against the wall. 
 
    Theo swayed as the world shifted again, his mind showing him confusing feverish images.  
 
    It was him and Jayson, climbing the outside of the bakery to the second story, about to steal the fresh coconut ricecakes. Then he was looking up from a bamboo crib at his mother’s face, smiling down at him while he reached with tiny, uncoordinated hands to grab at the silver locks of her hair. He saw her laugh and then reach out a finger for him to hold instead. Other images appeared, things he didn’t understand. Shouting in the night, commotion, bodies moving in and out of his room. His father, holding someone in his arms, his face torn by grief, his red beard catching tears. More images flashed in front of Theo, coming too quickly for him to make sense of them. He began to slip between consciousness and unconsciousness like a drowning sailor. The last thing he remembered before the blackness swallowed him was a wrinkled, bearded face, scowling down at him. 
 
      
 
    Theo opened his eyes then closed them with a moan, willing himself back to the painlessness of sleep. His body felt like someone had tried to turn him inside out, gave up halfway, then stuffed everything back inside in all the wrong places. He leaned over the edge of the uncomfortably hard stone slab he’d been laying on and retched several times. Nothing came out but a bit of water and bile. He collapsed back on the hard surface, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Black-spotted eel venom. Potent stuff.” 
 
    Theo turned his head to see Gin standing in the room, a bamboo cup in one hand. With effort he pushed himself up to a sitting position, his head pulsing like his brain was too big for his skull. Theo put a hand to his head as he looked around, trying to remember how he’d gotten here. He was in a small square room, carved completely out of stone. Across from him was a table with a tall stack of reed paper and a tattered long-beak quill. 
 
    The temple. It began to come back then. His midnight rendezvous with the informant. Being attacked and poisoned. Dragging himself into the alley and then… 
 
    “You. You brought me back here?” 
 
    “Wasn’t easy. You’re heavier than you look,” Gin grunted, “drink this,” he handed Theo the cup. 
 
    Theo looked down at the mushy brown-purple liquid inside and his stomach turned. He took a deep breath then tilted his head back, emptying the contents in one motion. It tasted just as bad as it looked. “Ugh. What is that?” Theo spit out a bit of the horrid mixture that hadn’t gone down his throat. 
 
    “Antidote,” Gin said. 
 
    Theo gave him a questioning look, waiting for more. 
 
    “I think there are more important things at the moment than teaching you the intricacies of poisons and antidotes.” 
 
    Theo scrunched his eyebrows, aware that the pounding sensation had started to lessen. “How…how did you know I was poisoned? How did you know where to find me?” 
 
    Gin shrugged, “I thought Mustane might have someone watching for me. I wanted to find out for sure and I wanted to see if you could handle yourself.” 
 
    “You knew someone was going to attack me and you didn’t say anything?” Theo felt the heat of anger building in his stomach, replacing the nausea. 
 
    “No,” Gin said dismissively. 
 
    “No? But you just said—” 
 
    “The answer is no. You are clearly not ready to handle things on your own. We have lots of work to do.” 
 
    Theo stood, shoving the cup into Gin’s chest, trying to hide the wave of dizziness that came from the quick movement. “I’m not here so you have someone to test. I could have been killed because you withheld information.” 
 
    Gin raised an eyebrow at him. “Oh? And if I had told you to watch for an attacker, would that have kept you from being attacked, from being poisoned?” 
 
    “I…I would have been prepared at least,” Theo sputtered. He realized that the same events would probably have played out even if he’d been expecting Tosh. It might have just made him overconfident. He couldn’t admit that to Gin, though. 
 
    “You didn’t sign a contract, Theo. You are free to walk away at any time and I will forget we ever met. In fact, if you think you can’t handle things, then I encourage it,” Gin said, watching him closely now, waiting for Theo’s response. 
 
    Theo began absently rubbing his chin scar. It seemed like the smart thing to do. He knew almost nothing about Gin and so far the old man had physically assaulted him multiple times and almost gotten him killed. 
 
    “Before you decide, I think you should know exactly what Mustane has done to your family.” 
 
    Theo looked up sharply. “My family?” 
 
    Gin’s face was now solemn and Theo could see grief hidden in the depths of his old eyes. “A man will sacrifice and endure immeasurable hardship if it is for the ones he holds most dear. Your father was once like that.” 
 
    Theo wasn’t sure where this was going but he found himself picturing his father, the big, red-bearded man. He’d been a good father. At least, good enough. Theo had always felt a certain distance from him. The man seemed to carry around a kind of melancholy at all times, always reserved, always emotionally muted. It was something Theo had simply accepted about his father. 
 
    “The father you know is just a weak echo of who he was, before he left Alanthos,” Gin said, “I knew him then. He was indomitable, a fire, burning as hot and bright as any forge. He had passion, passion for his work and passion for his friends and family. A true man in every sense of that word.” 
 
    Theo narrowed his eyes, studying Gin’s face. 
 
    “Mustane knows how to break men like that. He knows that if he removes the man’s loved ones, he removes that man’s desire to live. With one well-aimed dagger thrust, one sip of poison, he kills the man’s passion, motivation and joy. Mustane has done it many times to many men.” 
 
    Theo felt a sense of unease begin to crawl up the skin of his arms. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Gin sighed then looked Theo directly in the eye, his face suddenly taking on the intensity of a charging hornjaw. “Mustane killed your mother.” 
 
    Theo blinked and looked away. “My mother? No, she died of an illness just after I was born. It was just after they moved to the country. My father told me…” he trailed off, suddenly wondering if everything he’d thought growing up was actually correct. 
 
    “Perhaps that’s the story your father wishes were true. It saves him from having to confront his own cowardice at retreating from the city and hiding from his wife’s murderer.” 
 
    “My father is no coward!” Theo snapped. He blinked, surprised by his own anger. 
 
    Gin said nothing, giving him a pitying look as a long silence stretched out between them.  
 
    The image from Theo’s poisoned mind appeared again. His father, hunched forward, clutching a body to him, weeping. His mother’s body. 
 
    Finally Gin spoke, “Now you know. You can leave, pretend none of this happened, just like your father. Or, you can stay, train with me and do what he was never able to.” 
 
    Theo knew Gin was trying to goad him. Trying to manipulate his anger. 
 
    It was working. Even if the man was lying about how his mother died, Theo was hooked. What he was involved in now was not something he could just walk away from and forget.  
 
    “When does this training start?” 
 
    Gin’s victorious, toothy grin emerged from behind his mask of seriousness. 
 
      
 
    Despite the invigorating effect of the drink Gin had given Theo, his body clearly wasn’t fully recovered from the poison. His limbs shook and were slow to respond, almost like he was moving in water. 
 
    “Stop watching my hands. That’s a distraction. Watch my body.” 
 
    Theo saw Gin’s fist arching towards him and ducked, only to feel the old man’s shin dig into his ribs. He stumbled back, hands on his knees doing his best not to collapse completely. He felt a hand grip the back of his sweat soaked shirt and yank him upright. 
 
    “What did I just say?” 
 
    “Hands…” Theo mumbled. 
 
    “What?” Gin growled. 
 
    “Hands!” Theo yelled, almost spitting into the old man’s face. 
 
    Gin studied him for a moment, then stepped back. “Again.” 
 
    Theo took in a deep breath. “I can’t. I’m barely standing at all. I’m still weak from the poison. I need more rest.” 
 
    “Rest? The next time you are in a fight, trying asking your opponent for some rest.” 
 
    Gin lunged before Theo could respond, forcing him to bring his arm up to block an incoming blow. Theo stepped back, getting his footing, setting his jaw in defiance against both Gin and the exhaustion of his body. 
 
    A kick came low and Theo raised his leg to check it. He ducked a punch then stepped to the side avoiding a second. He gripped Gin’s torso with both arms as the man tried to move past him, simultaneously lifting and kicking the old man’s legs out from under him. Theo twisted his torso, throwing Gin headfirst to the ground. 
 
    Impossibly, Gin caught himself on one hand, holding up the weight of his entire body. 
 
    Theo was so surprised that he let go, stepping back. 
 
  
 
  
   
    The old man balanced upside down for a moment, his legs above him, his free arm out wide. Then—with the control of a much younger, highly-conditioned acrobat—he lowered his body, coming upright and looking like nothing out of the ordinary had happened. 
 
    Theo realized his jaw was hanging open and clamped it shut, trying not to let the amazement he was feeling show. 
 
    “You’re…gifted,” he said finally. “There’s no way someone as old as you could do that.” 
 
    Gin let out a sudden booming laugh that startled Theo. “Should I take that as an insult or compliment?” 
 
    Theo was now reevaluating his performance during their first encounter, not feeling so bad about having lost to someone that was probably more than three times his age. “You let me think I was so bad that I was losing to an old man.” 
 
    “But I am an old man, isn’t that what you just said?” Gin gave him a smug look. 
 
    “I meant—forget it. You should have told me I would be disadvantaged when we sparred,” Theo said. 
 
    Gin raised an eyebrow. “Disadvantaged? We are both gifted. That sounds fair to me.” 
 
    “My gift is mental, it doesn’t help me in a fight.” 
 
    “Perhaps it doesn’t, but despite what you might be thinking, this old body does not help me either. Whatever else I might be, I am an old man. The world is full of advantage and disadvantage. By choosing to pit yourself against Mustane, you have put yourself at a serious and constant disadvantage. The sooner you accept that, the better.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Theo wanted to argue, but his mind came up with nothing coherent to say. 
 
    “It’s a waste of energy to focus on how unfair things might be. Instead, focus on improvement. And that  
 
  
 
  
   
    begins—” Gin tapped the side of his head, “—in the mind.” 
 
    Theo gave a tired, skeptical eyebrow raise. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me that you could barely stand? Yet you not only stood, but you defended yourself and threw me on my head. And, after all of that exertion you are still here, standing.” 
 
    Theo blew a puff of air out his nose. He’s right. Gin kept being right and Theo did not like it.  
 
    “Your body is clearly capable. It’s your mind that’s the problem.” Gin paused to let the words hit then abruptly spun, walking down the expansive temple space, back towards his small side room. 
 
    “That’s your first lesson. Training for today is done.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo felt warm pleasure swell in his chest as he looked at the beautiful, naked body of the woman he loved. He reached over and ran his hand lightly down Annie’s side and over the curve of her hip, letting it rest there, feeling the warmth and smoothness of her skin. 
 
    Annie stirred at his touch, her eyelids fluttering open as the two sapphire circles focused on him. She smiled, snuggling up against his chest, her hand cupping his cheek. Theo put his arms around her, taking in her beauty with all six of his senses. They lay entwined for several minutes, doing barely more than breathing, as if any motion or word would shatter the moment. Finally, gently, Annie moved, breaking the silence with a whisper in his ear. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” 
 
    Theo looked down into Annie’s eyes. Somehow, they seemed even more vibrant than usual. “Like a hibernating mountain bear. You sucked the energy right out of me.” 
 
    Annie giggled and rubbed her lean body up against him, teasing, “I think we have time for one more.” 
 
    Theo wasn’t going to say no, but the high angle of the sunlight coming through the window caught his attention. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Annie looked up at the window and her eyes went wide. She let out a string of curses—causing both Theo’s eyebrows to shoot up—then leapt out of bed, grabbing up the pieces of her clothing scattered across his floor. You had to point out the time, Theo. 
 
    “My father’s going to be livid. I told him I would be at the estate this morning,” Annie said, tugging her dress on over her head. 
 
    Theo sat up on the edge of his bed, watching with a crooked smile as Annie tried to corral her curls into some semblance of neatness. With a frustrated huff, she gave up, turning towards him. 
 
    “Do I look presentable?” 
 
    “You look perfect.” 
 
    Annie groaned, “You’re no help.” She put her hands on her hips and glared at him, which just made her look even more cute. After a moment she threw her hands up, grabbing her boots before moving over to Theo, leaning forward—providing a very nice view—and kissing him. “I’ll come see you and Jayson at the gymnasium later. That is, if my father doesn’t lock me in the manor.” Annie turned for the door and before he could say anything else, was gone. 
 
    Theo rubbed his eyes, picking out the sleep from the corners. From what he’d gathered over the two months he’d been in Alanthos, Lord Silvermoor didn’t approve of his daughter’s liberal and adventurous tendencies. 
 
    Annie resisted anything that she thought was restricting her freedom and did everything she could to test her father’s boundaries. She reminded Theo of the longbeaks, high over the city, soaring along with whatever wind current caught them next. 
 
    There was the sound of claws scratching on wood followed by Ribbon, sliding around the corner and into his bedroom, bounding up onto his bed, immediately getting his legs tangled in the bedding. He had grown surprisingly fast in the time since Theo had found him, now coming up just past Theo’s knee. He had apparently grown too fast for himself and was still struggling to get used to his bigger body, constantly tripping or knocking his head on furniture. The one part of his body he seemed to have a good grasp on was his tail. Now thick and strong, Ribbon had learned how to use it to scoop dishes off the table when he thought he wasn’t being watched. Cyvoths were known for their cleverness, but Theo was still regularly surprised by some of Ribbon’s more intelligent maneuvers. 
 
    The animal looked up at him with a pleading mew, still trapped by the bedding. Theo chuckled, freeing him with a quick tug on the blankets. 
 
    “For how smart you are, you can be very dumb at times.” 
 
    Ribbon ignored him and bounded to the window, pressing his nose against the glass, his breaths making small circles of fog. 
 
    “You want to go to the woods, don’t you?” 
 
    Ribbon mewed loudly. 
 
    “Let me get dressed first.” 
 
    Ribbon dropped from the window and hid under the bed while Theo put his clothes on, darting out to take swipes at bits of fabric that hung down. Theo did his best to dress while avoiding the constant barrage of paws. 
 
    They left Jayson’s apartment several minutes later, sticking to alleyways as much as possible, moving towards the northwest gate. Pets were not an uncommon sight in Alanthos, but a cyvoth was not a normal pet, and Ribbon was no longer small enough to be hidden in his shirt. Theo preferred not to draw extra attention to himself if he could help it. On the bright side, it gave him an excuse to avoid large crowds. It was something he was learning to handle, but it was still a stressful experience. 
 
     The two made their way quickly to the city gate, leaving the few people who spotted Ribbon staring in surprise. 
 
    The guards gave the cyvoth wary looks, but otherwise ignored them as they passed through the northwest gate. 
 
    Ribbon transformed instantly as he spotted the Stillwood, turning from a clumsy, carefree pet to an apex predator, dropping his center of gravity and moving with silent grace. Theo fell in beside the animal, doing his best to move with the same smoothness and stealth. It was something he’d started trying to do when he took Ribbon to the woods, mimicking the animal. He was getting better but was nowhere near as quiet as Ribbon, still occasionally rustling a clump of grass or stepping on a fallen branch. 
 
    Ribbon gave a half glance at Theo, seeming to now regard him as an ally in the hunt. Theo felt a thrill run through his body as animal and man moved in sync through the trees, some ancestral instinct coming alive inside him. As he ran, his mind began to wander, back through the past few weeks. 
 
    There were the days of constant training with Gin, an exhausting rhythm that Theo was just starting to get used to. There were also the long conversations with Annie, trading experiences and stories between the country and city life. Those almost always lasted hours but seemed to go by in minutes or seconds. Theo felt the beginning of a smile as he picture Annie’s laughing face and sparkling blue eyes. Sometimes he felt like his heart couldn’t handle the depths of the feelings he had for her. 
 
    Theo had also been spending some of his time shadowing the noblemen of Alanthos, learning how businesses and estates were run. Occasionally, there was something interesting to do, but mostly it was signing reed papers and counting recent shipments of goods. It was the type of work that made him wish he were doing anything else. 
 
    Jayson and Theo’s close knit childhood friendship had been brought back to life from a combination of running errands together and competing in the gymnasiums’ combat sports. Jayson was far more skilled at saber fencing and his size gave him an advantage in wrestling, but Theo had come close to matching him in their boxing matches. The last time they had sparred, he’d only lost by one round. 
 
    Theo had a full smile on his face now. After being separated from his friend for all those years he’d forgotten just how much he missed it all—the rivalry, jokes, and poorly planned adventures. 
 
    In front of him, Ribbon suddenly changed direction, darting to the side and in between two ironwood trees. The motion brought Theo back to the present and he increased his pace to keep up, realizing a moment later what had caught the cyvoth’s attention. 
 
    A body. Not the soft feeling of some forest creature, but the hard, distinct sensation of a human. Theo dodged around a bush, trying to keep Ribbon in sight. Who is out this far? A hunter? Theo was suddenly worried for Ribbon. He broke into a full sprint, less worried now about making noise, sensing the body just a little way ahead. 
 
    Theo slowed and relaxed, seeing Ribbon, frozen with large ears forward, watching his target through a thick wall of bamboo stalks. Theo moved slowly up beside the cyvoth, crouching and studying the clearing. A slender Thanian woman sat with her legs folded to one side of her, holding a large book in her lap. She was humming softly to herself as she read, apparently unconcerned with being all alone, deep in Stillwood. 
 
    Theo’s eyes widened as he saw her face. Shaya? He pushed a bamboo stalk aside, leaning forward for a better view. It was definitely her. 
 
    From the things Jayson had told him, Theo assumed she spent all her time in the library at her father’s estate, unless forced outside. Theo rubbed his scar, trying to decide if he should remain hidden or come out and say something. 
 
    Ribbon made the decision for him, leaping into the clearing, moving like an arrow towards its target. Theo felt his throat constrict and he burst out into the clearing, shouting a warning to Shaya. 
 
    The woman looked up, her face freezing in shock as she saw both cyvoth and shouting man charging right at her. 
 
    “Ribbon, no!” Theo called. 
 
     He was too slow as the cyvoth leapt at Shaya, teeth bared. She screamed and held the book up like a shield. Ribbon hit the book and slid off it, landing in Shaya’s lap, his demeanor instantly reverting back to gentle pet. 
 
    Theo slowed, breathing a huge sigh of relief, and watched as Ribbon tried to sniff the face of the still terrified woman. It was an uncomfortable reminder that—though he was not even close to fully grown—Ribbon was a dangerous predator. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Theo said, stopping next to the seated woman. 
 
    “Just a little start—Theo?” Shaya seemed as surprised as he had been when he saw. She used her book to push away the curious cyvoth who was still hunting for a face lick. 
 
    “Don’t worry, he’s friendly,” Theo was fairly sure that was true, though Ribbon’s attack just before had injected the slightest bit of doubt into his mind. 
 
    Shaya stood, brushing off her dress and getting her face away from Ribbon. “You have a pet cyvoth? How? Where?” 
 
    “I uh—I found him here actually, in Stillwood. He was just a cub, abandoned.” 
 
    Shaya’s green eyes studied him curiously. She looked down at Ribbon, then cautiously reached out a hand and began scratching him behind his ear. Ribbon began rubbing himself against her leg, purring loudly. 
 
    “I’ve read about them. In the books they always sounded so…monstrous. He seems gentle and tame.” 
 
    Except when he’s in his hunting mood. “Ribbon.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “His name is Ribbon. It’s what he likes to turn bedding into.” 
 
    “Ribbon? Hmm,” Shaya reached up and undid a strip of cloth that had been holding her hair back. The silver strands fell around her neck and shimmered in the beams of light that passed through the Stillwood canopy. She held the strip of cloth up and bounced it over Ribbon’s head. 
 
     He snapped to alertness, swiping and biting at it. 
 
    Shaya laughed and held it up higher, just out of the cyvoth's reach. Theo watch as she played with Ribbon. She seemed to have a natural affinity for the animal, but there was something else too. Shaya had always been so shy and reserved. Here, away from people, she seemed more confident, more relaxed. 
 
    Theo thought back to the cramped Alanthos streets, overflowing with people, how it made him want to pull into himself, get away. Here in Stillwood he could fully relax and be himself. Something we have in common. 
 
    “What were you doing out here alone?” Theo asked. He hadn’t meant it as an accusation, but he saw a hint of fear flash across Shaya’s face. 
 
    “Don’t tell my father, please. He thinks I’m at the theatre watching one of Jayson’s rehearsals.” 
 
    Theo laughed in surprise. “Lying and sneaking off to the woods? You’re not quite the good girl I thought you were.” 
 
    Shaya blushed and looked away, holding her book against her chest. 
 
    Theo suddenly felt guilty, realizing that he was all alone with an attractive woman that was not Annie. He tried to ignore that feeling. It was silly, childish. Annie wouldn’t care. Would she? The feeling of peace that Stillwood gave him was gone, replaced by awkwardness. He cleared his throat loudly. “I won’t say anything. Your secret’s safe.” 
 
    Shaya’s eyes narrowed before she let her shoulders drop, and nodded, “I just wanted to get out of the library, have a change of scenery and some fresh air. I should be getting back though, before anyone finds out I’m not where I’m supposed to be.” Shaya moved past him, eyes down, walking quickly back towards the city walls. 
 
    “Do you want company on your way back?” 
 
    Shaya turned and gave him a questioning look. Theo’s scar began to itch and he scratch at it nervously, picturing Annie’s disapproving scowl. 
 
    “I mean, Ribbon seems to really like you, and he doesn't ever get enough attention from me.” 
 
    Shaya looked from him to Ribbon and back, “I…” she paused to push a strand of hair out of her face, “yes, I think I would like that.” 
 
      
 
    The blow knocked Theo to his knees, causing sweat to splatter on the white stone floor. He moved his jaw side to side and spat, mixing blood with the sweat stains. 
 
    “You still don’t listen. I said, when I come in high, you step to the inside.” 
 
    Theo felt anger burn inside him, but it was weakened by exhaustion. He pushed himself upright on shaky legs, turning to face Gin. 
 
    The old man fell into a ready stance, circling slowly around Theo. Other than a bit of perspiration on his wrinkled forehead, he could have just gotten up from a relaxing afternoon nap. Those with a physical gift usually excelled in just one area: strength, speed or endurance. Gin danced around the subject whenever Theo pressed him on what exactly his abilities were. The man seemed to have a precise control and understanding of his body along with reflexes that made Theo feel like he was stuck in the mud by comparision. Gin also seemed far too strong for having such a wiry old body. 
 
    Maybe some of that can be gained by anyone with enough training. 
 
    Theo let his frustration at being used as a punching bag fuel his burning muscles. He lifted his fists to his chin, facing down his opponent. 
 
    Gin came in with a high swing. 
 
    Theo stepped forward and ducked, feeling the blow graze the back of his head. He threw a counter gut punch but Gin had somehow moved out of range. 
 
    The old man came in high again, this time with the opposite hand. He ducked again, but felt Gin’s iron grip clasp him behind the neck with both arms. Theo tried to pull back but Gin yanked him forward, at the same time driving a bony knee deep into Theo’s abdomen. He fell to the floor as the wind and the last of his energy were driven out of his body. 
 
    “Never expect the same thing to work twice,” Gin said, scowling down at him. Theo’s mind thought of a million different curses he wanted to spit at Gin. He opened his mouth but all that came out was a gasp for air. The old man turned, as if bored, stepping away from Theo. “That’s enough. You’re too tired to get anymore use out of sparring today.” 
 
     Part of Theo wanted to argue but the rest of him overruled that impulse. He sagged down onto the stone, letting his sweat form a Theo-shaped outline. 
 
    “I have some leads on our missing family, and you have a new assignment.” Gin disappeared into his side room. 
 
    Theo allowed himself another moment of rest, then forced his body to its feet, limping after the old man. He stepped inside the room, seeing Gin standing at the center, leaning over the table, eyes moving across several pieces of reed paper. Theo came up next to him, noticing that one was a list of names, most of which had been crossed off. He realized it was the list the informant had given him the night he’d been poisoned. The second paper was a map of Alanthos, with various marks and circles that meant something only to Gin. 
 
    “Narrowed things down. My contacts tell me there are two women—one older and one much younger—being held in this house, watched by some suspicious-looking individuals.” Gin tapped a tiny square on the map in the southwest side of the city. Theo was pretty sure Gin’s “contacts” mostly consisted of the orphan children who populated the streets and alleys. He wasn’t sure exactly how the old man got them to be so cooperative, but he had to admit, they made the perfect spies. They were small, able to get just about anywhere in the city, and on top of that, no one paid them any attention, unless of course they thought the children had stolen something. Not that the orphans ever got caught. They seemed to have Ribbon’s ability to disappear the moment they didn’t want to be found. 
 
    “Berik’s family?” Theo said. Even though time had passed, Theo still felt a twinge of guilt at the reminder of the dead man. 
 
    “Likely. Or some others who were unfortunate enough to get noticed by Mustane.” 
 
    “How can that happen? People being kidnapped, held in some abandoned house, right under the nose of the city watch and officials?” 
 
    “The officials are just the mask on the face of Alanthos, some are probably involved in things like this. The nobles have invested so much of their own wealth into the city that, in reality, they have the real control. Why do you think the city council is made up of mostly noblemen?” 
 
    Theo hadn’t known the council was mostly nobles, but this time he decided to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    “I was on the council years ago, I know how things work.” 
 
    Theo looked up at Gin. “You’re a noble?” He eyed the old man, trying to picture him wearing an expensive, tailored suit. 
 
    “It was a long time ago. Practically another life.” The old man seemed to age two decades as he said it, “Your father was not the only noble Mustane tried to destroy.” 
 
    The implication of Gin’s words slowly sunk in. “Did he…” 
 
    “Murder my wife and threatened to do the same to the rest of my family if I ever showed my face in Alanthos again? Yes. That’s exactly what he did.” The old man’s voice had become diamond hard. Theo took an involuntary step backward, half expecting a fist to come flying at him. Is this why he lives like a homeless man, hiding here in the floating ruins? 
 
    “That’s the reason you wear disguises, isn’t it?” Theo said. 
 
    Gin looked back down at the papers. “We aren’t here to discuss my past. I want you to scout this house, scout only, and tell me what you find. Get it done today.” 
 
    “Today? I was planning to be out with Jayson, Annie and—” 
 
    “Perfect. That gives you an excuse to go poking your head into places it shouldn’t be,” Gin said, taking the papers and placing them on the tall stack at the side of his desk.” 
 
    Theo started rubbing his temples with both hands. Annie was probably not going to appreciate him disappearing in the middle of a date. 
 
      
 
    The street was packed with Alanthians but with Annie on his arm, Theo felt unconquerable, the feeling of all the bodies barely more than a tickle at the back of his mind. 
 
     Jayson and Shaya walked arm in arm ahead of them, the handsome actor handing out greetings and infectious smiles to passersby. 
 
    Today Annie wasn’t wearing her usual bonnet. Instead, she had on a wide-brimmed sun hat. It hid the top of her face, but showed just enough that Theo could spy the dimple from a smile forming. Like Jayson, Annie gained energy from the crowded streets. She seemed to notice Theo’s eyes on her and looked up at him through her spectacles. 
 
    Theo’s reflection looked back at him from the dark circles of glass. 
 
    “Yes?” Annie said. 
 
    “Nothing. Just enjoying the moment.” 
 
    Annie gave him a bubbly laugh that made Theo want to close his eyes and let the sound carry him away. “You sound like one of those Chaskian monks. You know they say that to find true peace a man must give up all physical desire.” 
 
    “Really? Hmm. I think it’s eternal torment for me, then,” Theo said, sliding his arm around her waist and pulling her against him. She let out a small squeak and then laughed again, playfully resisting his pull. 
 
    The sound of Jayson clearing his throat distracted Theo and he looked up, catching the brief serious look that passed over his friend’s face. It reminded him of the real reason he was out here, causing his momentary enjoyment to vanish. 
 
    “We are close to the slums now,” Jayson said it as though making an observation, but Theo knew his friend was giving the signal. Theo glanced south, towards the slums. The houses were smaller and more closely packed, built with more wood and less stone than the buildings at the center and north side of Alanthos. Even so, most seemed sturdy and well made. Apparently even the poor benefited from Alanthos’ wealth and technology. 
 
    “I’m surprised you wanted to sightsee this area, Theo. It’s the most dull and depressing part of the city,” Annie said. 
 
    “I want to see it all. Even the dull depressing parts,” Theo said, smirking at her. 
 
    “There are a few interesting buildings even in this area. I think I remember seeing one or two down that street,” Jayson said, stopping and pointing with his free arm. 
 
    “Really?” Shaya said. “They all look identical to me.” 
 
    “It’s not always what’s on the outside,” Jayson responded in a solemn tone. 
 
    Annie snorted, “You’ve been doing too much acting, Jayson. Get your head out of the clouds and come join us back down here on the street.” 
 
    Jayson frowned at Annie, but his eyes were smiling. 
 
    “It’s not the acting that did it. Jayson was pretentious even back when we were boys,” Theo said. 
 
    Jayson’s face twitched as he tried to hold on to his hurt look. His face contorted for a moment and then he lost the fight, bursting into laughter. 
 
    Theo found himself chuckling along with his friend. 
 
    A few street goers gave the group sideways looks as they walked past. 
 
    Jayson finished his laugh with a deep sigh, “Even my closest friend attacks me. The world really is a cruel place.” He took another deep breath, then caught Theo’s gaze, holding it for a moment. 
 
    Theo gave a tiny nod back. He watched as Jayson’s demeanor shifted instantly to concern. He really is good at this acting thing. 
 
    “Theo, didn’t you say you had a meeting with Lord Brickheart, something about learning the ins and outs of Alanthos banking?” 
 
    It was the excuse they had decided would get Theo away without suspicion. It was also only a partial lie. He did have a meeting with Lord Brickheart, just not today. 
 
    Theo put on his best oh-I-completely-forgot look and let out a groan, “Yes…” 
 
    “You’d better get going. The man didn’t get where he is by being laid back and flexible,” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo turned to Annie. She looked down, her hat blocking her face. Already pouting. Perfect. “I’m sorry Annie, I completely forgot. I’ll be back just as soon as I'm done.” 
 
     She kept her head down. 
 
    “We’ll go out again, somewhere you want next time,” he reached and gently lifted her chin, giving her a kiss. Annie’s lips were stiff as they touched his. 
 
    Theo stepped back with a sigh, feeling the guilt of lying weighing him down. Better that than have her involved in what Gin and I are doing. He looked over to see Jayson give him a sympathetic shrug, then turned and set off down the street away from his friends. 
 
    When he was out of sight, Theo stepped into an alley, coming out in the connecting street and doubling back. Jayson had done his part and when Theo returned to the area, there was no sign of the other three. 
 
    This time he walked down the street Jayson had indicated, trying to blend in with the Alanthos southsiders. He wasn’t sure how much that would matter since his boots and clothing looked much nicer than anything those around him wore. 
 
    He was becoming aware of the bodies. The guilt of lying to Annie and the stress of what he had to do were causing his anxiety to flare up. He took a breath in through his nose, holding it for a five-count before letting it out, using the breathing technique Gin had made him practice. 
 
    In, hold, out, hold, in, hold, out, and repeat. 
 
    The feeling of the bodies didn’t leave, but he felt more in control of his reaction to them. Enough that he could turn his attention back to the houses. 
 
    Theo studied each as he moved along the street, searching for something that was out of place. Shaya had been very right about the houses looking nearly identical. The only discerning difference he could find was in the second house from the end. 
 
    It was the only one without bodies inside. 
 
     With nothing else to go on, Theo moved to the edge of the street, peering through the dust-covered glass of a dark window. The house looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a while. Abandoned? Theo shot a glance in both directions, but the many faces seemed absorbed in their day-to-day lives. He tried the door, feeling it catch for a moment before opening with the sound of wood scraping wood. There was a curved mark scored into the floor from thousands of uses. 
 
    Theo stepped inside and slid the door back across the groove, closing it, pausing in the dark interior and waiting for his eyes to adjust. His nose started itching as he breathed in dust particles, forcing him to fight down a sneeze. Definitely needs a good clean. The house was a simple design, separated into two rooms, the smaller one he was in and a larger back room.  
 
    Theo glanced around at the sparse furniture—a small table with a single non-cushioned bamboo chair. He noted that the chair and table were the only parts of the room that weren’t covered in a layer of dust. Been used recently. He stepped into the back room, looking at the ceiling that extended up high with large wooden beams crisscrossing, shrouded in shadows. It was the skeleton of what could be an attic, with a bit of work and wood. Theo went back to searching around the room, noticing the spots where dust had been disturbed: the seats of several stools, a bench and side table with scattered reed paper, and a dirty pile of something in the corner. Someone—or more likely several someones—had been in the house recently. 
 
    Theo checked the pile in the corner first, seeing that it was mostly old rags along with a single thick coil of rope. He gingerly lifted one strip of cloth, sucking in a sharp breath as he saw the dark stains. Dried blood. He looked through the rest of the rags, finding blood stains on everything, even the rope. It was far too much blood to have been from a simple slip of a knife. 
 
    Theo stood and was about to move to examine the bench and table when he felt something. Two somethings actually—bodies at the front door. His heart froze for an instant then started up again, double time. He heard the door latch rattle and whipped his head around, searching for somewhere to hide. He heard the wooden grinding sound of the door opening. 
 
    There was only one place he could go. Up. 
 
     Theo ran at the support beam in the center of the room, launching off it to give his jump extra height, barely catching the horizontal beam above his head. He managed to get his legs up and his body half way over the top of the beam as the two people stepped into the room. He froze, clinging to the side of the beam with half his body wrapped over the top, willing himself to complete silence. 
 
    There was a sneeze from one of the two, followed by an annoyed growl. “I was hoping to never see this dusty, flea-filled shack again.” 
 
    Theo twisted his neck and saw a familiar head of slicked-back silver hair shining in the weak light below. It was the man who’d poisoned and nearly killed him. Tosh. 
 
    “The faster we clean it out, the faster we leave.” It was a woman’s voice. Theo turned his head more, straining his neck. The second person was a slim, athletically-built woman with hair bound tightly behind her head. She looked Chaskian from what Theo could see of her features—tan skin like Annie’s but with straight black hair. “Get that pile, everything goes in the bag. Mustane wants no trace that we were ever here.” The woman set down a worn leather bag, then moved to the side table. She grabbed several pieces of reed paper and crumpled them into a ball. 
 
    Theo cursed himself silently for not having checked the papers first. 
 
    Tosh sneezed again, then moved to the rag pile, grumbling as he worked, “It might be overrun with rats, but at least the colosseum doesn't have dust.” 
 
    The woman was stuffing paper into the bag, “You prefer those disgusting things to a bit of dust?” 
 
    “I prefer just about anything to sneezing my eyeballs out.” As if to prove his point, Tosh sneezed several times in a row. He recovered, wiping a sleeve across his nose before bringing the pile over and stuffing it into the bag. 
 
    Colosseum? Theo felt sweat forming on his forehead and under his arms. The muscles of his arms and legs were on fire. On top of that, the sensation from the beam digging into his side was moving past uncomfortable to seriously painful. Luckily, the two seemed to be almost finished with their cleaning. 
 
    The sound of angry barking from outside got the attention of the intruders. Both stopped cleaning and looked towards the front of the house. There was a yell followed by the sound of the door being shoved open then slammed shut. Theo felt a third body now, moving toward the back room. 
 
    “What the saints is he doing?” Tosh hissed. “He was supposed to be keeping watch.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” the woman said. 
 
    The floor creaked as the third person stepped into the room. Theo shifted slightly then nearly let go from shock. It was the hulking form of Broc. Luckily the tall man seemed to be in a state of agitation and didn’t so much as glance up towards Theo’s hiding spot. 
 
    Broc moved towards the woman, his breathing rapid. “There’s a damn feral dog out there, Desari.” His deep voice sounded shaky. 
 
    The woman—Desari—took his hand and began stroking his tree trunk of an arm like she was calming a scared child. 
 
    “Scared of a half-starved mutt?” Tosh said. “It’s basically a newborn puppy to you.” 
 
    “Says the man who complains about dust. Besides, you’d be just as scared if you’d watched your own brother eaten alive by a pack of them,” Desari said, her voice ice-cold and defensive.  
 
    Theo felt his body sliding back towards being completely upside down as his grip weakened. He tensed as he felt a bead of sweat drip off his chin. It landed directly on Tosh’s greasy hair and Theo winced. Don’t look up, don’t look up. The man absently reached up a hand, rubbing Theo’s sweat into the rest of the slick strands. 
 
    Theo let his breath out, then turned his chin, trying to wipe any further drops on his tunic. He felt his body sag further down from the beam as his muscles refused to obey his command to hold on. 
 
    “That’s all of it,” Tosh said, sneezing again. “Let’s get our asses out of here.” 
 
    Desari paused, still holding Broc with one arm, slowly casting her gaze about the room. Theo felt the fingers of his sweat-slick hand begin sliding off the beam. Hold on body, just hold on. 
 
    After a paused that seemed to drag too long, Desari nodded, satisfied. “Tosh, grab the bag. Let’s go.” Desari and Broc moved into the other room. Tosh stepped over to the bag, moving agonizingly slow. He grabbed it off the floor and turned, heading after the other two. Theo was down to his fingertips now and he could feel those slipping fast. He tried to re-grip but his hands completely gave out. 
 
    He grabbed wildly at the beam but he was already falling. From the other room he heard the sound of wood scraping as the door was slid closed. He hit the floor with a loud thump, his head bouncing from the impact. His vision went black for a moment, then returned along with a lancing pain that spread out from the back of his skull. He tried to suppress a moan of pain, feeling for an indication that he’d been heard. He could feel three bodies just outside, standing still. 
 
    Theo tried to sit up but a new wave of pain caused him to give up on the idea. If they came back inside now, he would be completely defenseless. Several more moments passed, then he felt two of the bodies move away, blending with the sea of sensation that was the crowded street. The third didn’t move. Saints, just go. The throbbing in his head was causing every second to drag on forever. 
 
    Finally he felt the body step away from the door and dissolve into the rest. Theo let out a loud groan, laying his head back, clutching it with both hands. 
 
    Theo wasn’t sure how long he lay there, thinking he might have lost consciousness at one point. With the pain ebbing slightly, he pushed himself to his feet, hobbling out the front door. He slowly made his way through the streets of the slums, doing his best to hide the pain he felt while he searched for his friends.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Daggers,” Gin said, tossing Theo two forearm-length pieces of thin bamboo, carved and sanded. He caught one in each hand, spinning them in a synchronized flourish before settling into a fighting stance. It had taken more than a day for the headache from his fall to completely go away, but it finally had and he was feeling good about today’s sparring match. At least, as good as he probably ever would when facing Gin. The old man made him train with practice weapons of every shape: straightsword, saber, staff and spear, knife and daggers. Gin himself would use a different weapon each time, sometimes using no weapon at all. Out of all the weapons Theo had practiced with, only the dual daggers felt right. They were small enough that he didn’t need to adjust his movements to account for them, and versatile enough that he could easily improvise in the middle of a fight. Theo’s confidence ebbed a bit as he saw that Gin was holding an identical pair of practice daggers. It was the first time the old man had pitted the same weapons against each other. 
 
    I should have expected this by now. Gin never let him get comfortable, never let him get into a rhythm with his training. The only thing he could expect was to constantly be surprised. 
 
    Gin took a stance opposite Theo and the two began circling each other slowly. Theo realized he was holding his breath and let it out, forcing the tension from his body. He’d learned quickly and painfully that being stiff made you slow and nonreactive. That thought distracted him for only an instant, but somehow, Gin picked up on his loss of focus. 
 
    The man moved in a blur, reversing the direction he was circling and coming in on Theo’s right side. Theo turned, catching Gin’s first dagger with his own, realizing at the same time he’d made a mistake, feeling the second dagger smack sharply on the back of his knee. Theo grimaced and made a stabbing counter. 
 
    He hit nothing. Gin had already moved to his left. The old man’s ability to seemingly disappear and reappear no longer caught Theo off guard, not that it helped him hit the bastard. It wasn’t for lack of desire; Theo simply couldn’t compete with someone who had been gifted by the saints themselves. 
 
    “Stop,” Gin ordered. 
 
    Theo lowered his practice daggers, slightly confused. We just started. 
 
    Gin had an unreadable expression on his face as he stepped close to Theo. Their eyes met and Theo forced himself not to look away from the steel gaze. Pain exploded from between his eyes as a bamboo dagger collided with his skull. 
 
    “Hey!” Theo dropped a dagger and held his head with one hand. “Why?” 
 
    “You aren’t trying,” Gin said dryly. 
 
    “Of course I am!” Theo protested, “I just can’t keep up with you. You’re gifted, and you have years of practice.” Theo saw the attack coming this time and his arm snapped up, reflexively blocking Gin’s swing. The wrinkles on his cheeks multiplied as the old man grinned. 
 
    “Better.” He pointed at Theo’s dropped practice dagger. “Again. This time you are going to try.” 
 
    Theo grabbed his dagger, rolling his neck as he took his position. They began again and Theo was immediately on the retreat, doing his best to defend against Gin’s lightning-quick assault. He blocked a low thrust and felt his frustration rise as his counter swipe hit nothing. 
 
    “Try! I can see the excuses in your eyes already,” Gin growled. 
 
    “I am! You are just—” 
 
    Gin’s next attack stopped Theo mid-sentence. He blocked high, then twisted his body to avoid being stabbed by Gin’s second dagger. He didn’t even try to counter this time knowing Gin would already be gone. He’s too fast to react to. 
 
    Theo’s eyes narrowed as an idea began to form. What if he didn’t react to Gin? It seemed like a terrible idea, but nothing could be worse than what he was already doing. Theo set his jaw, facing his opponent. Come on then. 
 
    Gin moved, on his left again. 
 
    Resisting his instinct to step back and block, Theo instead moved forward to meet the other man, his dagger extending for Gin’s chest. The old man slid around it, but Theo was expecting that and had his second ready to intercept. He stopped in shock as he felt his dagger pressing on something solid, glancing down to see the bamboo tip pushed against Gin’s stomach. 
 
    “I…hit you,” the words were out before he realized he had spoken. That was when he felt Gin’s daggers against either side of his neck. 
 
    Theo’s momentary excitement disappeared. He had managed a hit at the cost of a lethal strike. He stepped back, dropping his arms in defeat and waited for the inevitable verbal assault. 
 
    “Improvement.” 
 
    Theo’s head shot up, eyes studying Gin’s face, searching for the catch. But Gin seemed sincere. 
 
    “I would be dead.” 
 
    “I said improvement, not mastery,” Gin stepped back, lifting his daggers. “Again.” 
 
    With a  deep breath, Theo took his place. They continued to spar, and to his surprise, Theo actually grazed Gin several times, even landing a single solid hit, although it was only on the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Finally, Gin called a stop and Theo collapsed, his body a mess of welts and sweat. 
 
    “That’s all for today,” Gin said, retrieving Theo’s practice daggers that he’d tossed haphazardly. 
 
    Theo wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Really?” Usually Gin made him run obstacles or do breathing exercises after they finished sparring. 
 
    “Your information about the colosseum was accurate, my contacts tell me Mustane’s people have been moving in and out during the night. We’ll have to move quickly. Go home. Rest. I want you fresh and prepared. Tomorrow night we will scout it out.” 
 
    Theo’s eyes widened. “We? Both of us?” 
 
    “Did I stutter?” Gin said, giving him a scowl. 
 
      
 
    Theo stared at his bare upper body in the tall mirror of his bedroom. If he kept taking beatings like the one Gin had given him earlier that day, then he was going to really have trouble convincing Annie they all came from saber practice at the gymnasium. He poked tenderly at a welt across his ribs, wincing as he prodded a bit too hard. 
 
    That one’s going to be a solid bruise. He turned to his bed and grabbed his fresh shirt. As he slid it on, Theo couldn’t help but notice with some satisfaction that the bit of fat he usually carried around his waist had faded to nothing, leaving only hard muscle. Hopefully Annie would notice as well. 
 
    A frantic scratching interrupted his moment of vanity and Ribbon came charging into the room, sliding on the treated wood floor and banging awkwardly into the side of his doorframe, but barely slowing in his excitement to get inside. 
 
    Theo let out a snort, “Ah, the grace and elegance of a cyvoth.” 
 
    Ribbon ignored his sarcasm and leapt onto the bed, nuzzling his way under Theo’s hand, waiting with loud purrs for ear scratches. Theo obliged, slipping his other arm through the sleeve of his shirt at the same time. He felt Ribbon’s tail wrap happily around his arm and squeeze until it started to tingle. 
 
     Theo grunted from the sensation. “You’re going to have to learn your own strength before you get much bigger.” 
 
    Ribbon responded by releasing his arm and collapsing lazily on his bed. 
 
    He shook his head at the animal, unable to keep the smile off his face. He gave Ribbon’s soft fur a few gentle strokes then moved out to the living area of the apartment. As he did, Theo felt a nearby body, approaching the apartment door. He tensed and reached to his waist for the knife that was still sitting with his belt, back in his room. Damn. Gin would have slapped him for a mistake like that. 
 
    The door swung open and Jayson’s well-dressed form strode inside. 
 
    Theo let his breath out. 
 
    “Ah. For once you’re here. Perfect timing,” Jayson said, setting a sack down on the table. He looked up at Theo and paused, seeing his tenderized face. After a moment he grinned, “Practicing taking a beating? A good skill to have, although I’d say you are already an expert.” 
 
    “Keep it up and I’ll show you what it feels like.” 
 
    Jayson’s grin widened, “Is that how to treat your best friend? Especially when he’s brought you a gift?” 
 
    Gift? Theo glanced down at the sack on the table, curiosity piqued. He lifted the sack, feeling something hard inside. 
 
    “Seeing as how you managed to put a nice big crack in the last one, I thought you might need a replacement.” 
 
    Theo opened the bag, letting out a low whistle as he saw the new mask. It was more of a gray color than his old mask and the feel of the material seemed different. 
 
    “I had it made from silvertear plaster. Usually it’s only used for building construction, but I managed to pull some strings. Being famous has its perks. This mask should be much tougher than the last. I also had it made a bit narrower and longer so it should fit your face better. 
 
    Theo turned the mask around, seeing that a layer of cloth had been pressed into the inside, to form a cushion between his face and the hard plaster. He lifted it and felt it slide snuggly over his face. He stared at Jayson through the eye holes. It was a masterwork of design. 
 
    “I, thank you,” was all he could think to say. 
 
    “You’d better thank me. That cost a nice pile of coin.” 
 
    “I uh, I’ll pay you back—” 
 
    “No you won’t, Theo. You don’t have the coin. Even if you did I wouldn’t accept. It’s my little contribution to your uh…activities.” 
 
    Theo shook his head at his friend’s generosity. 
 
    “You’ll definitely put the fear into Mustane’s thugs now. Or at the least maybe scare a few of the street orphans.” 
 
    Theo rolled his eyes but his grin was big enough to press his cheeks against the sides of his new mask. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon was full, shining its blue light down on Theo. It reminded him of Annie now, whenever he saw it. Then again, everything seemed to remind him of her. He pictured the woman the way she must be at the moment, asleep in her bed, soft and beautiful. He could reach out and run his fingers down the side of her face, feeling the heat of her skin, touching just softly enough that she wouldn’t wake. 
 
    Theo let out a sigh of longing then brought himself back to the present. He looked around the massive oval space of the colosseum floor. The outer edge had several tracks that could be used for foot or animal races, while the center—where he stood—was used for various combat sports. There was something eerie and slightly unsettling about standing in the huge open space, staring up at the endless rows of empty stands surrounding him on all sides. The vast emptiness made him feel exposed. 
 
    The colosseum was supposed to be one of the few structures still around from the old age. Unlike the floating ruins, it had been restored for use by the Alanthos citizens. 
 
     Theo could feel the comfortable press of the new mask Jayson had gifted him the day before. It helped a little to reduce the feeling of being exposed. 
 
    “Anything?” Gin asked. 
 
    Theo turned to see the old man crouched behind him, running a hand across the dirt floor. He wore dark clothing with a large hood that kept his face hidden. The material seemed to be repelling light somehow, making Gin look like he was in shadow, despite the bright moonlight. That’s the kind of outfit I need. 
 
    Theo focused his sense, searching for nearby bodies. His eyes narrowed and he looked down. 
 
    “I feel someone—several people. They’re…underneath us?” Theo pressed a foot on the dirt floor. It felt like solid ground, but there was no mistaking his feeling. 
 
    “The old tunnels, should have known Mustane would be using them,” Gin stroked his beard for a moment. “Been a while, but I think I remember at least one way in.” He strode off towards the entrance to one of the staging rooms at the edge of the colosseum. 
 
    “Tunnels? There are tunnels?” Theo said, hurrying to catch up. 
 
    Gin gave a short dry laugh, “One thing you learn about Alanthos—the city has many secrets. As many secrets as it has people, maybe even more.” 
 
     They reached the side of the colosseum floor and stepped through the entrance way into a small room filled with pieces of armor and weapons meant for competitions—edges were dulled and points flattened. Gin stopped in the center of the room, scanning the walls and muttering to himself. 
 
    “Ah,” he said after a long pause, stepping up to where a weapons rack stood against the wall. His hand hovered for a moment over each of the metal objects before reaching up to a circular shield mounted on the wall. Theo watched him slide his fingers into the small gap between wall and shield, feeling for something. With a satisfied grunt, Gin pulled his hand away and Theo heard a series of mechanical clicks from somewhere in the floor. Gin moved back to the center of the room and knelt, brushing dirt aside. After several seconds, Theo saw the outline of a hidden trapdoor. 
 
    “The colosseum has plenty of secrets just on her own,” Gin said, pulling a straight-bladed dagger from his belt, prying the trapdoor open. Without another word he dropped into the darkness below. 
 
    Theo hesitated, looking into the black opening, trying to see the bottom. He slid both feet over the side, then, inhaling deeply, he let himself drop. 
 
    Theo hit the floor below, stumbling forward in the dark, off balance. He felt Gin grab him and pull him upright. The air was slightly musty, with a hint of something that had once been rotting but had now mostly decomposed into dust. There was the semi-rhythmic sound of water dripping onto stone, echoing in the enclosed space. 
 
     Theo took a step forward but Gin’s gripped tightened. 
 
    “Let your eyes adjust or you’ll walk straight into a wall,” Gin said. 
 
    Right. Theo reached out with his arms, feeling around him. Sure enough, he had been a step away from smashing his face. Theo used his gift, probing for living things. The bodies he’d felt before were now on the same level. He could also feel the light sensation of what must be rats, hundreds of points tickling his mind. He hoped there were only rats living in the tunnels and nothing bigger. 
 
     Gin squeezed his arm and Theo turned, just barely able to make out his shape. 
 
    “Where?” Gin asked. 
 
    Theo pointed behind him, in the direction of the bodies. 
 
    Gin’s hood dipped slightly in a nod and he turned, moving away down the tunnel. Theo followed, feeling several of the close-by rats scatter over his boots and towards the safety of the tunnel edges. 
 
    They moved slowly through the tunnels, their eyes only able to adjust so much to the near pitch black. Theo’s mind drifted to Annie again. Her ability to “see” heat was normally something painful for her. This is one situation where it could be useful. 
 
    The tunnel began to branch out, with other sections leading in different directions. Gin stopped several times to have Theo reorientate him towards the bodies. He seemed to be using what knowledge he had of the tunnel’s layout—combined with the direction of the bodies—to navigate the dark maze. 
 
    After another minute of walking, Theo saw light—dim flickering coming from further ahead. The two moved towards it and soon the faint sound of voices could be heard. Theo felt his heart rate starting to increase. Whoever they had been tracking was close. 
 
    Gin looked back, putting a finger to his lips before falling in a slight crouch. Theo copied him, trying to keep his boots from sounding off the damp stone floor, remembering how he’d moved in the Stillwood next to Ribbon. 
 
    As they got closer, Theo saw that the light was coming in from an adjacent room through small rectangular slits in the tunnel wall. Gin ducked lower and moved under the first few openings before stopping, cautiously standing to peer through one. Theo did the same at the next slit over, squinting slightly as the green light of a brightburn candle hit his eyes. 
 
    He was looking into a much wider, open room. On the right, standing guard near an entrance were two figures dressed in dark clothing. One was a petite slender woman, the other was a small Thanian man. 
 
    Desari and Tosh. Theo swallowed, his mouth suddenly feeling dry. He shifted to get a better look at the figures at the opposite end of the room. A chill slid up his spine, stopping at his neck. Lord Mustane stood, tall and imposing as ever, flanked by his two guards, the giant Broc and Sivall, the man Theo couldn’t feel. Mustane was facing away from Theo towards two heavy chairs. Theo felt a mounting dread as he saw what was in the chairs—two women, held firmly in place by tight leather straps. One was older, middle aged, and the other looked to be barely into her teens. Both looked extremely pale and weak. Berik’s wife and daughter? It had to be. 
 
    Each woman had one arm hanging down off the chair, and Theo realized why they were so sickly; their wrists had been cut and their blood was falling, drop by drop, into large wooden cups beside the chairs. 
 
    What in the saints? Theo put a hand to his stomach, his dread turning to nausea. He forced his breaths out, slow and deep. Gin caught his eye and made a downward pressing motion with his palm. Stay put. Apparently he thought Theo would try something brash. Considering the situations he had gotten himself into since arriving in the city, Gin was probably right to think that. 
 
    Theo forced himself to look back at the terrible display. Mustane was standing, eyeing the slowly-filling cups like a longbeak might look at a bit of rotting carrion. At the nobleman's side, Sivall stared ahead blankly, eyes black pools of inhuman coldness. Only Broc seemed uncomfortable, keeping his large bald head turned away from the sight of the women, his weight constantly shifting like he wanted to leave. 
 
     Theo almost felt bad for the man. Almost. 
 
     After several more drips of blood, Mustane stepped forward, taking a cup in each hand and turning to face the others in the room. The captive women’s wrists continued to drip onto the floor and Theo saw there was a large dark spot of dried blood around the chairs. How many times has he done this? And how many others has he done it to? 
 
    Berik’s words from the night of the party came back to him, “Slaver. Torturer.” The man had been horrifyingly right. This was what had driven him to try something as desperate as assassinating Mustane while he was surrounded by allies. It was still a terrible plan, but Theo could sympathize. For a moment he pictured Annie, strapped into the chair, her curls twisted and matted against her face, her wrist slashed open, the life draining from her one droplet at a time. Any sensation of illness he’d felt burned away, consumed by one of white-hot rage. Theo reached for the knife at his belt, squeezing the handle like it was Mustane’s neck, barely holding himself back from charging down the tunnel to the room’s entrance. 
 
    Mustane stepped back to stand even with his two guards. He lifted one cup to his lips and took a drink, swallowing loudly. He brought the cup away and grinned, the dark stains around his mouth making the expression grotesque. 
 
    He’s no noble. Not even a man. That thing is a monster. 
 
    Mustane reached out and handed a cup to Sivall, then, instead of handing the other to Broc like Theo expected, he finished the rest of it himself. Why was the giant man not participating in this twisted ritual? From the look on Broc’s face, Theo guessed that he might have refused even if he had been offered a cup. Sivall, on the other hand, took the cup and drank like a man who’d been lost in the Resnyian drylands, finishing the contents in moments before wiping his mouth, smearing blood across his face and hand. He gave the cup back to Mustane. 
 
    “Bandage the cuts,” Mustane said as he turned and moved for the room’s entrance. Desari and Tosh came forward, taking strips of cloth and wrapping the wrists of each woman, adding layers until the blood drips stopped. Mustane disappeared out the doorway, followed a moment later by Broc and Sivall. 
 
    Theo felt torn. He wanted to chase down Mustane and open his throat as wide as his mouth, but he knew their first priority was the women. Both appeared to be clinging to life by a thread. 
 
    Desari and Tosh undid the restraints on the women’s uncut arms, placing both arms in the women’s laps, leaving the leg and chest straps in place. 
 
    Theo’s brow furrowed. Why risk them escaping? Then he realized that both women were too weak for that, so weak in fact that the straps were actually keeping them from collapsing out of the chairs. The cruelty of it stabbed his heart like a spear thrust. 
 
    The two finished their work and moved out the entrance, carrying lanterns, leaving just two brightburn torches to light the room. Theo reached out his sense, feeling them move away down some other tunnel, fading slowly. He turned to say so to Gin, but the man was no longer next to him. 
 
    A moment later he both felt and saw Gin pass through the doorway into the room. Theo hurried down the tunnel, around the corner to the room’s entrance. He stepped inside, now able to clearly smell the stench of unwashed bodies and human waste. He did his best to breathe through his mouth, grateful for the mask which dampened some of the smell. He stepped over to where Gin was kneeling, undoing the straps of the girl. Theo turned to the woman, doing the same with her straps. She fell forward as he finished, slumping heavily against him. He wrapped his arms around her, surprised at how light she felt. Barely more than skin and bones. The woman said something, so quiet that Theo couldn’t make it out. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Water…” her voice was hardly more than a soft breath. 
 
    Theo looked around the room, but there was nothing for her to drink. He turned to Gin, seeing the man holding a water skin up to the lips of the younger woman. He had been prepared for this. Did he know what was being done to them? 
 
    After dribbling some water into the girl’s mouth, he passed the skin to Theo. 
 
    “Only a little at first,” Gin instructed. 
 
    Theo nodded and lifted the skin, holding the woman’s neck with his other hand to steady her. Her lips were cracked and partially stuck together; the first few drops provided enough moisture to loosen them. Her eyes widened with need and desperation as Theo dribbled water into her mouth. The indignity and suffering of it all brought a stew of emotions mixing together inside him; disgust, compassion, righteous fury, and others he couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    After several swallows, the woman motioned towards the girl, “Enough. My daughter needs more.” Her eyes caught on Theo’s face as she spoke, seeming to notice the mask. She stared for a moment but said nothing. 
 
    Theo handed the skin back to Gin. 
 
    “Can you walk?” Gin asked the woman. The gentleness of his tone surprised Theo. He’d never heard anything close to tenderness from the old man before. 
 
    “I think,” the woman gripped the front of Theo’s clothes and pulled herself up on shaky legs. She stood for an instant before crumpling. Theo caught her under the arms, preventing her from hitting the floor. 
 
    “We will have to carry them,” Gin said. He dripped a bit more water into the girl’s mouth, then put the skin away and lifted her easily with one arm. Theo would have been surprised at the old man’s strength if he hadn’t experienced it firsthand. Theo lifted the older woman, holding her in both arms. At least being starved makes her easy to carry. Theo immediately hated himself for thinking it. 
 
    With the women in their arms, Gin and Theo moved for the entrance, Gin stepping over to the wall to grab a torch in his free hand. 
 
    Theo wondered if he could hold both woman and torch as well. 
 
    Before he could try, the woman let out a gasp of fear. Theo looked towards the entrance just as a figure stepped in from the darkness. 
 
    Sivall stood, taking in the two men and the prisoners they carried. His tongue flicked out, licking partially dried blood from his lips. 
 
    “Intrudersss,” his voice was a deep hiss, like air being pushed through large bellows.  
 
    The strangeness of the sound shocked Theo. He felt the woman cringe away from Sivall, clutching at him like he was a raft in a storm. What horrible things have they done to you? Theo didn't want to imagine. 
 
    “Theo, take her and go. I will follow with the girl,” Gin said. His voice was hard and commanding, leaving no room for argument. Gin knelt, laying the girl down before stepping forward to face the bodyguard. He had a straight dagger in one hand—though Theo hadn’t seen him draw it—and the torch in the other. Sivall drew his own dagger, a curved wicked-looking weapon, serrated on the inner edge. For several seconds, both men simply stood, studying each other. Then, Sivall attacked, dagger flashing in the torchlight. Gin matched his speed, dodging the strike and leaving a cut along the other man’s forearm. Theo stared at the dark liquid that oozed out of the wound. He couldn’t tell in the torchlight, but the blood appeared too black, too thick. 
 
    “Go!” Gin shouted as he launched his own attack, forcing Sivall back into the corner of the room, away from the entrance. Theo didn’t try to argue, carrying the woman out the doorway into the tunnels, ignoring her protests that he go back for her daughter. He was sure Gin was capable of getting them out unharmed. 
 
     Theo moved as quickly as possible in the dark—thanking his naturally attuned sense of space and direction—retracing his steps the way they had come. He stopped once they reached the spot Gin and Theo had dropped from, moonlight from the room above shining through the opening. 
 
    “I’m going to lift you up,” Theo said, “you will have to grab the edge and pull. Can you do that?” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    Theo stepped under the opening, and with a grunt, lifted the woman higher, wrapping his arms around her legs. He put one hand then the other under her feet as she clung to his head and neck for balance. In position, he gave the woman a three count then lifted with every last bit of strength. She went up, getting half her body over the edge. With a jumping shove, he pushed her dangling legs up and over. 
 
    He stepped back, pausing a moment to gather his strength before making a running jump, feeling his fingers grab the lip and gritting his teeth through the pain as his entire bodyweight swung from his fingertips. He got control and pulled, hauling himself up and over the side. The woman did her best to help, gripping his arm and tugging. 
 
    “Thanks,” Theo said as he pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    “Ma daughter.” 
 
    “Gin will get-” before Theo could finish, the old man appeared below, holding the girl. 
 
    The woman let out a relieved cry. 
 
    “Get ready. I’m lifting her up,” Gin said. 
 
    Theo laid flat with his arms over the edge. He could see Gin better now. The man’s hood had fallen back and he had a long gash across his forehead, leaking blood into one eye. Gin shook his head in annoyance, sending red drops flying, then raised the wide-eyed girl up. 
 
    “Take his hand,” Gin ordered. The girl obeyed and Theo took both her arms. He lifted, pulling her over the side, grateful that she was smaller than her mother. 
 
    The two women had a tearful embrace on the dirty floor of the staging room, holding each other tightly. Theo turned back to offer an arm to Gin, who wiped his forehead with the back of a gloved hand, then jumped to grab Theo’s arm. 
 
    Theo groaned as the old man’s weight pulled him down. Gin wasn’t a big man, but compared to the mother and daughter, it felt like trying to lift a hornjaw. Theo didn’t have the strength to haul Gin up, instead, the man used him as a human ladder, climbing his body, up and over the edge. Not the most dignified process, but it got him out. 
 
    “Sivall?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Dead,” Gin made a motion, dragging his thumb across his throat. “We need to get them out before anyone else finds us.” 
 
     Theo was surprised at how relieved he felt, hearing that. The dark-eyed bodyguard had deeply disturbed him. The ability to elude his sense had made Theo feel vulnerable in a way he’d never experienced before in his life. 
 
     He followed Gin over to the two women, Theo again picking up the mother and Gin the daughter. They moved out into the wide open space of the colosseum. 
 
    “West exit,” Gin said, breaking into a jog, holding the daughter close to his body. The floor of the colosseum was lower than city level. They would have to climb partially into the stands then go through a corridor to the outer section in order to leave. 
 
    Theo was about to follow Gin when he sensed bodies moving to his right. He turned, spotting the slick silver hair of Tosh as the small man climbed down the stand steps toward the floor of the arena. 
 
    Theo had to force himself not to drop the woman as a stinging sensation went through his leg. He looked down to see a needle sticking out of his thigh. Oh no… Shifting the woman’s weight to one side, Theo quickly yanked it out. He felt a second body then saw the woman, Desari, hop the edge of the stands and land on the dirt floor. She was wearing strange gloves that only covered the palms of her slender hands. The two of them closed the distance, moving to block the west exit. 
 
    “Gin!” Theo shouted. 
 
    The other man had already seen the attackers. He set the girl down and stood in front of her, dagger drawn. 
 
    “South exit,” Gin pointed, “take them both, I’ll keep these two busy and meet back with you later.” 
 
    Theo didn’t want to leave Gin to fight for a second time that night, but now wasn’t a good time to argue. He moved to where the girl was sitting, wondering how he was going to carry both women at once. The mother twisted in his arms, forcing Theo to let her down to her feet. She stood unsteadily, holding Theo’s arm for balance. 
 
    “Think I can walk. Carry her.” 
 
    Theo looked at the woman. Her body trembled, but her eyes held steel determination. He nodded and picked up her daughter. 
 
    In front of him, Gin had engaged Mustane’s two thugs, moving between them, somehow keeping both on the defensive. Theo had experienced the old man’s speed and skill firsthand but it was very different as an observer watching the man fight. Gin danced between the two opponents, looking like a living shadow, gliding and twisting in the moonlight. 
 
    “Hold my arm,” Theo said to the mother. He waited until he felt her hand on his bicep, then turned away from the fighting, guiding the woman across the dusty colosseum floor to the exit corridor on the east side. They moved through the passageway to the outer section, then through one of the large archways and out into the city. 
 
    Theo led them through the deserted nighttime streets. He wanted to move faster, but it seemed to be all the mother could do just to keep up a brisk walking speed. He could tell that she was putting more and more weight on him with each step. 
 
    Theo was having his own problems, beginning to feel the effects of the poison, that strange, drunk-like state. Just a little further, body. Several times he glanced at the woman only to find an image of Annie or Shaya instead. He hoped his mind would stay lucid long enough to get them somewhere safe. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how much time had passed before they reached the river. Theo thanked the saints that they hadn’t run into any night watchmen. He didn’t know how he would explain a masked man leading around two emaciated women in the dead of night. 
 
    Theo found the spot along the river where Gin had hidden one of his canoes, helping the mother and daughter in before ferrying them across to the floating ruins. As they drifted through the partially degraded structures, Theo could see figures watching from the corner of his vision, gone the moment he tried to focus on them. 
 
    They reached the temple and Theo helped the women inside, giving each more water and food from Gin’s supply. The mother had seemed surprised when he’d taken his mask off, as though she was expecting some kind of monstrous face behind it. She had just experienced more than her share of monsters, so Theo didn’t blame her. 
 
    When he had done what he could, Theo gave them some space, keeping watch from the temple entrance for Gin as the mother sat further inside with her daughter, stroking the girl’s hair softly. 
 
    Theo studied the slowly growing light of dawn and waited. And waited. He stood, stretching, then sat back down, rubbing the spot on his thigh, trying to ignore the images that teased his mind. He must have had a much smaller dose than the first time he’d been poisoned because he still seemed to be experiencing the normal world, just scattered with occasional visions, sometimes images at the corners of his sight, sometimes what he thought were long forgotten memories. 
 
    Should I try to find the antidote? Theo didn’t know where or what exactly it was. Taking the wrong substance might be worse than doing nothing. 
 
    He blinked, trying to clear the blurriness. When he opened his eyes, he was looking into his mother’s face, her smile warming the inside of his chest. She leaned close, mouth opening to whisper something. 
 
    “You’re going to die standing there staring at nothing.” 
 
    “What?” Theo blinked, confused. 
 
    Gin grabbed him by the arm and shook him, “Let’s get you the antidote, before you start thinking I’m your lady friend and go for a kiss.” 
 
    Relief and exhaustion hit Theo all at once, seeing the old man. He followed Gin back into the temple, trying to move in a straight line, the poison making the floating ruins seem to actually float. 
 
    “Had to swim down river to lose them,” Gin said, responding to a question Theo couldn’t remember asking. He looked around and realized they were now standing in Gin’s small room. The old man’s clothing was soaked and he was holding a cup out to Theo, drinking the contents of a second himself. 
 
    Theo took his cup and drank, resisting the urge to vomit it back out. It tasted just as bad as the last time. He finished it then gratefully took the water skin Gin offered, washing away the remaining taste. After a few minutes, the world began to steady and the images faded to nothing. 
 
     Gin had stripped off his shirt, exposing impressive musculature under crumpled leathery skin. Theo glanced down to see the women were in the room now as well. Both asleep—the mother laying on the floor with the daughter’s head resting on her lap. He looked back at Gin. For just a moment, Theo thought the other man was going to say something. Then, Gin lifted a hand, resting it on Theo’s shoulder, giving him a short nod. Theo returned it with a tired smile. It was the closest Gin had ever come to saying “good job”. 
 
      
 
    The sunlight was coming in high through the massive entrance of the ancient temple. A few smaller beams pierced through holes in the ceiling where time had eroded solid stone. Theo hadn’t slept at all. He wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the antidote or from his mind constantly going over the events of the night. His eyes were itching and he rubbed at them before squeezing them shut. When he opened them, Theo saw Gin approaching, looking like he’d had an excellent night’s rest. 
 
     Theo watched the man. How long has this been his life? Midnight rescues. Knife fights. Chases through the streets. Theo had always considered himself reasonably stoic, but Gin seemed as undisturbed by the night’s events as a boulder was by a light breeze. 
 
    “We’ll have to move them to a safe house, somewhere out of the way. I have a place in mind that should work,” Gin said. 
 
    “What?” Theo’s mind was moving sluggishly. 
 
    “Mustane isn’t just going to give up on them. He’s not a man who likes to lose. He will send someone after them, if only to tie up loose ends. We’ll need to keep them hidden for a while.” 
 
    Right. The mother and daughter. What were their names? He hadn’t even asked. I really need to sleep. “What was that?” Theo said. 
 
    “That?” Gin said, yawning loudly. 
 
    “You know. That. Whatever they were doing to the women, under the colosseum,” he was too tired and grumpy for word games. 
 
    Gin’s eyes narrowed at Theo’s snappy tone. “Don’t know. A ritual, maybe. I remember reading something in a book once,” he paused, his face crinkling in concentration. “It was years ago, but I think it mentioned some cult. Cult of Davi—no Divinas.” Gin scratched his beard. “Think that was it.  Drank human blood. Worshiped some extinct race. Might be a connection. Something else to look into.” 
 
    Theo lifted his drooping eyelids, trying to comprehend what Gin was saying. It hadn’t answered his questions. Only given him several new ones. 
 
    Cult? Extinct race? His exhausted mind wasn’t ready for mysteries. He decided not to think about it. 
 
    “How can he get away with this? Kidnapping and torture? There’s no way people are okay with that happening to one of them.” 
 
    Gin shrugged as though it was obvious, “Mustane controls trade in and out of the city. He pays for all the barges, wagons and carts. It’s a large part of why Alanthos has become so prosperous, but it also means that every business in the city gets their inventory from him. Are people afraid that he might physically hurt them? Probably. But what they are really afraid of is losing their business, their livelihood. Mustane can cut them off from goods or force them to buy at a price so high that they can never make a profit. That’s his real power. People know he’s involved in many distasteful things, they simply pretend they don’t see it. The last thing anyone wants is to attract his attention. Even the other nobles are afraid to cross him.” 
 
    Theo rubbed a hand down his face, “But then, if everyone—the whole city—just stood together, they could stop him. He’d have no power if he was shunned by all of Alanthos.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try that. Start a campaign, nail demands to every signboard in the city. Who knows, maybe you’ll be able to unite them all. Or maybe you just quietly disappear like the other dissenters have.” 
 
    “If you think it’s hopeless then why do any of this? Why recruit me to help? Why save those women?” 
 
    Gin cocked his head towards Theo, “Did I say it was hopeless? No, things are bleak, but not hopeless. I was idealistic like you once. Mustane beat me because of it. It’s a mistake I won’t make again. Mustane has power and influence. He has a city that needs him in order to function. It’s suicide to fight him on his home turf. I fight from the shadows. I’m patient, poking and prodding until I find his weakness. And if there’s one thing Mustane has taught me, it’s that every man has a weakness. No matter how powerful.” Gin took a step closer, looking Theo in the eye, “Is that a good enough answer for you?” 
 
    Theo just nodded, still trying to keep his eyelids from drooping. 
 
    “Good. Now get some sleep. We have a lot more work ahead of us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Saints, this tastes…really good. What did you call it?” Theo said, taking another bite of the strange, cold snack. 
 
    “Iced cream,” Annie said, her eyes sparkling with pleasure as she watched his reaction from the shade of her bonnet. 
 
    Theo lifted the bamboo cup that held the sweet white substance, taking another bite. It had been a few weeks since he and Gin had rescued Berik’s family. Other than training, Theo had just been investigating for Gin. That mostly meant stealing some piece of reed paper or tailing some person and reporting their movements. He wasn’t sure why it was all so important, but Gin said he was making progress. 
 
     Theo felt some iced cream on his cheek and stuck his tongue out, trying unsuccessfully to lick it off. 
 
    Annie shook her head in mock disgust, reaching up to wipe the spot away with her handkerchief. “Do they not teach you manners in the country?” 
 
    Theo shrugged, “I was too busy climbing trees and making bamboo swords to hit Jayson with.” He gave her a lopsided grin. 
 
    Annie rolled her eyes. She looked over her shoulder, patting his hand in excitement a moment later, “Oh, you have to try the sweet rice wraps.” She began tugging him back across the street to another vendor. 
 
    “Wait, hold on, I haven’t even finished the iced cr—” a deep humming growl cut Theo off and he had to leap after Annie to avoid an annoyed-looking hornjaw hauling a heavy cart. He scowled at the lumbering animal—which seem to have already forgotten him—then turned back, seeing Annie already talking with the vendor. 
 
    “I’ve had rice wraps before, you know. I’m not completely uncivilized,” Theo called to her. 
 
    Annie spun around, holding the leaf-wrapped snack like a precious jewel, “Not like this,” she said, coming over and holding the snack in front of him. 
 
    Damn. She is cute when she gets excited. 
 
    “If you keep this up I’m going to weigh twice as much by the end of the day.” 
 
    Annie gave him a mischievous smirk, “Good. That means you’ll be too slow to go chasing after any other girls.” 
 
    Theo snorted, “Good plan.” He took the wrap from her and opened the top. It looked like every other wrap he’d had before. He bit into it. “Mm. Mmmm.” It was warm but not hot, with a mix of sweetness and savoriness that delighted his tongue without being overwhelming. “Uur rihht, is vewy goob,” Theo said around the glob of rice in his mouth. 
 
    Annie put hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Right,” Theo said, swallowing, “manners.” He bit off another chunk, unable to resist, and made sure to swallow before speaking. “So was this your plan for today? Feed me treats until I pop?” 
 
    Annie shrugged and looked around, “Oh I don’t know. I like to go wherever the breeze takes me. It’s more fun that way.” 
 
    Theo reached down and picked up a cherry blossom leaf from the road. He let it go and watched it fall straight down. “Looks like we’re not going anywhere,” he said. 
 
    Annie scowled and slapped his shoulder, “It’s metaphorical.” 
 
    Cute when she’s annoyed too. Theo grabbed her hand and pulled her close to him, sticking his head inside her bonnet and planting several kisses on her neck and cheeks, ignoring her protests. After the fourth of fifth one she stopped struggling and brought her lips up to his. They were warm and soft and perfect and he savored the taste like he had a moment before with the ricewrap. Theo pulled away, remembering they were in the middle of a very crowded street. He was aware of all the bodies around him again, waves of sensation that came crashing over him from all sides. Annie noticed his sudden change and leaned back. 
 
    “Is everything ok?” 
 
    “I—yes. I’m just…still getting used to being around so many people.” 
 
    Annie watched him for a moment longer, looking like she didn’t quite believe him. 
 
    I should just tell her. Theo scratched at his scar, thinking of how to explain his gift. Before he could say anything, Annie had looked away. 
 
    “Then let’s find a quieter spot,” she began to lead him by the hand through the crowd. Theo focused on his breath, turning inward, away from the sensations surrounding him. 
 
    In the crowd ahead, a hulking body appeared, taking up as much space as a hornjaw. 
 
    Theo’s heart leapt into his throat at the sight of Broc, his calm state instantly shattered. 
 
    Standing next to Broc, looking tiny by comparison, was Desari. 
 
    Theo stopped, causing Annie to be jerked back towards him. 
 
    “Theo?” 
 
    It took him another moment to remember that neither Desari nor Broc knew his real identity. “Sorry. Thought I saw someone I recognized.” 
 
    Annie glanced over at Broc then back to Theo, a slightly suspicious look on her face. 
 
    “It was a mistake,” he said quickly and started walking again, trying not to look at Mustane’s underlings. What are they doing here? He wondered if they were searching for where Gin had taken Berik’s family, or if they were on the hunt for new victims to kidnap. 
 
    In broad daylight? There’s no way they would risk that. Would they? Theo did his best to watch the two of them out of the corner of his eye. To his surprise, Desari put her hand in Broc’s. The huge man’s hand swallowed hers completely. They walked together over to the rice wrap vendor and purchased several wraps. 
 
    Theo’s eyes narrowed. Are they…together? He watched as Desari undid one of the wraps and held it up above her head to Broc. The man leaned over slightly and took a bite directly from her hand. It was an intimate gesture, not the kind done by partners working a job. Theo wanted to keep watching, but Annie was pulling him away along the street. 
 
      
 
    Jayson’s fist slammed into Theo’s face, sending him reeling back. The small crowd of men around the boxing platform cheered as Theo teetered on the edge. If he fell outside, he would automatically lose the round. He was already down one so far. 
 
    Theo swayed then managed to right himself, circling back closer to the center, moving his jaw back and forth. He was grateful for the thick soft padding that covered the knuckles of both their hands. Even though it was a friendly practice match, his friend hit like a battle hammer. 
 
    Jayson smiled at him from behind beads of sweat, “You really can take a punch.” 
 
    Theo returned a smirk, “Learned from the best.” 
 
    Jayson’s smile widened, showing off his perfect teeth. He unleashed a straight right at Theo’s nose. 
 
    Theo bobbed to the side, throwing his own counter body shot. He hit solid, tense muscle. It felt like slamming his knuckles into an ironbark trunk. Theo grimaced and shook his hand. 
 
    Jayson used his momentary hesitation to launch a combination of strikes. Theo covered up, his forearms battered as he was driven back. 
 
    Smelling victory, Jayson came on harder, pushing and throwing body blows, using his greater weight and size to force Theo to the edge. 
 
    Theo flailed as his heels slipped over the side just as Jayson gave his chest a hard shove.  
 
    Theo’s countless hours of training with Gin kicked in. He gripped Jayson’s outstretched wrist with one hand, putting his other under the larger man’s armpit. He twisted his body, jerking Jayson’s larger frame off balance. 
 
    Jayson’s eyes widened in surprise as he struggled to stay upright. 
 
    With a grunt and a heave, Theo threw Jayson over the side, simultaneously flinging his own body back onto the boxing platform, landing on his back. He pushed himself to his feet in time to see Jayson rip off his gloves. 
 
     “That’s cheating. We’re boxing, not wrestling,” but Theo could see the beginnings of a smile forming in corners of his eyes. Theo shrugged an “oops” as several of the other men cheered his name. 
 
    Jayson slowly broke into a smile that a second later became a defeated laugh. He shook his head, hopping back onto the platform, draping an arm around Theo’s neck and ruffling his sweaty brick-red hair. 
 
    “That makes us tied. Think you can do that to me a second time?” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo shoved Jayson off him, grinning, “Who’s says I’ll need to?” 
 
    “Less talk, more boxing,” Jayson said, pulling his gloves back on. 
 
    Theo glanced down, noticing that the crowd of men had turned away as something else caught their interest. He looked in the direction of their gazes, seeing a woman walking through the gymnasium. Not just the gymnasium but the combat area, and not just any woman, but one of the most beautiful women in Alanthos. His woman. 
 
    Annie strode forward, parting the sea of gawking faces. Theo would have felt jealous if Annie’s eyes hadn’t been locked on him—gazing with interest and a hint of desire. The look filled him with a sudden sense of power, and for a moment he was sure he would have taken on any challengers. Good thing Broc isn’t here. 
 
    Annie stopped at the edge of the platform. Her curly hair was tied back and she—for the first time Theo had seen—was not wearing a dress. She had on a pair of brown pants and shirt that were tight enough to show off the perfect curves of her body. 
 
    Theo couldn’t help but stare at the shape formed by her hips and waist. 
 
    Annie grabbed a pair of the smallest size boxing gloves and climbed up onto the platform, tossing her boots away as she did so. Theo moved forward, arms wide, going in for a kiss. Annie smiled up at him, inviting. At the last moment, she ducked under his arm, leaving him holding air. 
 
    “Not so fast,” she said. 
 
    He turned to see her eyes twinkling with mischief as she pulled on the gloves. 
 
    “Annie? What are you—” 
 
    “What does it look like? I’m boxing.” 
 
    Theo raised an eyebrow, taking a step towards her before stopping. The look on her face now said that she was serious. “But…you’re a woman.” 
 
    “And?” she had the gloves on now and brought her hands up to her face. She knows how to stand at least. 
 
    “And…I can’t box with you. That’s no—” he cut off, eyes wide, ducking under her swing. It was a decent punch, if a bit slow. He gave her a look that said you’re really going to do this?  
 
    Annie moved closer, the corners of her mouth twisting upward. Yes I am. 
 
    Theo shook his head, holding his arms up defensively, circling away from her. He was suddenly aware of the silence and the bodies. The crowd of men seemed transfixed by the sight of a woman on the boxing platform. 
 
    Theo resisted the urge to scratch his scar. Why am I so nervous? 
 
     Annie advanced and threw a punch. 
 
    Theo dodged. 
 
    She swung again, low now. Theo dropped his arm, protecting his body. It was a solid blow, considering her small size. She threw several more punches but Theo danced just out of reach. He had recovered now and was actually starting to enjoy this unexpected match. He relaxed his stance, lowering his arms, inviting an attack. “Is that it?” 
 
    Annie's eyes flashed and she lunged, much faster than before. Theo stepped back in surprise, trying to move his head out of the way. He was slightly too slow and her fist caught him right on the end of his chin. It was a strong punch that snapped his head to the side, sending him stumbling to one knee. Several mocking comments and jeers floated up from the crowd. 
 
    “Yes. That is it,” Annie said, standing over him with a very smug look on her face. 
 
    Theo pushed himself to his feet, his competitive nature kicking in, overriding his desire not to hurt his lover. 
 
    Annie batted her eyes at him, goading, as though this was what she had been waiting for. 
 
    Ok then. Theo began circling again, closer, more aggressive. Annie punched but Theo easily knocked it away. He was treating her like a true opponent now. 
 
    She punched low but Theo stepped inside, blocking and bringing his own fist up, pulling back just short of hitting her while making it clear that he could have. 
 
    Annie pushed him away and smirked, daring him on. 
 
     Are we fighting or flirting? Theo stepped forward but had to lean away from Annie’s jab. Annie came in suddenly while he was still recovering, unleashing a flurry of punches. Theo moved instinctively: duck, lean to the side, duck again, counter hook to the chin. Theo’s punch connected before he even knew what he was doing. He had put far too much power into it. 
 
    Annie's neck jerked to the side and she crumpled to the platform. Theo’s heart turned to stone and dropped into his stomach. The exhilaration of the fight left him instantly. He dropped to his knees, ripping his gloves off, vaguely aware of boos and shouts of “woman beater!” He ignored the noise, gently lifting Annie's head into his lap. Her eyes were closed though her chest moved. Breathing. He relaxed slightly. Dammit Theo, what the saints were you thinking? He reached up and delicately brushed away a curl that had come loose from her bun, cupping her now-reddened cheek in his hand. 
 
    “That wasn’t very gentlemanly of you,” Annie's eyes fluttered open and she smiled. 
 
    Theo blew out the breath of air he’d been holding, feeling equal parts relieved and angry, “You w—” 
 
    Annie pulled him down into a kiss. Theo forgot the anger. He even forgot for a moment that they were laying on the boxing platform with a group of men staring at them. It might have been more than a moment if Jayson hadn’t unceremoniously yanked them apart. 
 
    “Ok, that’s enough. This is the gymnasium, not lover’s lane,” he said, helping Annie to her feet. Theo stood, feeling his face heat up as he looked around at the audience, staring with rapt attention at the unexpected entertainment. He rubbed his scar, noticing several knowing grins. 
 
     A young Borlean jumped onto the platform and gave him a hard slap on the back, “Now that’s my kind of boxing match.” Several others shouted their agreement. 
 
    Theo looked over to see Annie’s face blushing red, but also eying him. She slid over, putting her mouth to his ear so only he could hear, “Is there somewhere more…private we can go?” 
 
    “Private?” Theo whispered back. “Oh. OH.” 
 
      
 
    Theo, Annie, and the sheets were all soaked in sweat, but with the relaxing sensation flowing through his body, he didn't care. Theo lifted his head to see Annie, laying on his chest, curly hair matting in clumps, some strands plastered to her face. She looked up in response to his movement. 
 
    “You were very…vigorous this time,” she said. 
 
    Vigorous? 
 
    Annie giggled and reached a hand up to his face, “Don’t look so sad, love. That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Oh,” Theo let himself relax back down onto the pillow. He closed his eyes, feeling Annie’s soft fingers as they ran down his chest and over his stomach. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Annie asked. 
 
    Theo felt her finger press on a ripe brown bruise. “No.” It was a lie. The bruise was very tender, but it was a lie he would happily make if it meant having Annie’s hands all over him. 
 
    “Jayson must not be holding back during your matches. I can tell he’s very excited to have you around.” 
 
    Theo pursed his lips. He couldn’t remember if that particular bruise was from a match with Jayson or from one of his beatings that passed for sparring with Gin. He looked down at the light brown of Annie’s naked body, one leg draped over his, her arm around his stomach. He wanted to tell her everything. About Gin and the temple in the floating ruins, Mustane’s kidnapping and the dungeon hidden under his manor. He wanted to tell her about the horrible things he’d seen in the tunnels under the colosseum. 
 
    Gin would flay me alive. The thought stopped him just as he opened his mouth. “Is Jayson really that happy that I moved to Alanthos?” Theo asked instead. His friend did seem happy to have him around, but then, Jayson always seemed happy regardless of his circumstances. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely. There is definitely something different about him,” Annie looked up at Theo with a serious expression. “You haven’t noticed him staying out late, have you? Maybe to see a woman?” 
 
    Theo wrinkled his forehead, “No, I don’t think so. I mean, I haven’t been paying that much attention, but Shaya is the only woman I’ve seen him with.” Theo suspected he knew why Annie had noticed a change in Jayson’s demeanor. Being involved with Theo’s secrets seemed to have infused the man with a limitless excitement, and for Jayson, that was saying something. 
 
    Annie frowned and laid her head back down, “Then see? It has to be you that has made him so cheerful.” 
 
    “Must be,” Theo agreed. 
 
     Annie snuggled closer and he put an arm around her, hearing a tiny, contented sigh. For the first time in a very long time, Theo felt truly satisfied with his life. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You aren’t focused,” Gin barked. 
 
    Theo kept his eyes closed. Because you keep shouting at me. He didn’t say it. That would only prove Gin’s point. He tried again to simply feel his body. The sensations were all pain and discomfort. Gin had made him spar bare-handed while the old man had used a long staff. It was mostly an exercise in being whacked repeatedly. On the other hand, Theo had gotten in a few solid blows of his own. Despite how much it felt like an uphill battle, his skill was improving. A few months ago he would have stood as much of a chance as a rat had against a cyvoth. 
 
    Focus, Theo. On your body. He took a breath, trying to notice the sensations in his face. His forehead felt like it had been dragged down a gravel street. His left eye was swollen, but not quite so much that he couldn’t see out of it. Both of his cheeks were tender and puffy. I probably look like I stuck my head in a mud-hornet’s nest. What would Annie think if she saw me now?  
 
    The woman would probably laugh and tell him he looked like those round-faced fish on racks at the market. He felt a smile pulling on the corners of his mouth and fought it back. Gin would definitely notice that. Theo shifted slightly. His lower back and butt were both starting to ache from sitting on the hard stone floor. All he wanted was to leave, find Annie, and collapse into her arms. He pretended to act tough, but the truth was, he liked it when she worried and doted on him. 
 
    Theo wasn’t ready for the slap, and it twisted his neck hard to the side, almost knocking him over. He caught himself on one arm, regaining his balance, nostrils flaring and jaw clenched against the stinging sensation. 
 
    “Are you angry?” Gin asked, voice dagger-sharp. 
 
    Theo’s fists clenched until his nails dug into his palms, but he forced them to stay in his lap. He was beaten and bruised and exhausted and uncomfortable. And he was angry. 
 
    “Good,” Gin said, as though reading his thoughts. “Use the anger. Feel it inside you. Focus on that.” 
 
    Theo wanted to focus his anger into a punch aimed at Gin’s groin. Instead, he took a long slow breath, completely filling his lungs and then emptying them, like Gin had taught him. He turned his awareness inward, to his chest, where he felt the anger. At first it was a white-hot ball, yelling at him to get up, fight, to do anything but sit quietly. 
 
    After several moments of staying with the emotion, it began to change. The anger began to lose its distinctiveness, becoming more sensation than emotion. Theo no longer felt like lashing out at Gin, just a heat, a tightness swirling inside of him, disconnected from any specific motivation. More time passed and the tightness dissolved, disappearing into nothing. Theo breathed a full open breath and sat for a few minutes, experiencing the feeling of his body, watching with fascination as each sensation appeared and then lost its distinctness, just like his anger. Slowly, his focus began to wane and his thoughts drifted back to Annie, then Jayson, even Shaya. 
 
    He winced suddenly—realizing he was no longer concentrating—expecting another slap. It didn’t come. He cracked an eye open to see Gin, sitting cross-legged in front of him, back perfectly straight and eyes closed. The old man’s chest rose and fell so softly that he could have been sleeping. Theo wondered if maybe he could get up and leave without Gin noticing. Before he had a chance to try, the old man spoke. 
 
    “I need you to watch Berik’s family tonight.” 
 
    Theo frowned. He wanted to get back to the apartment, find some of Jayson’s left-over cooking, give Ribbon an ear scratch, and fall into his bed, preferably with Annie in it to welcome him. He did not want to spend the night fighting sleep and playing watchman. 
 
    “Why not you?” Theo stood, stretching out his stiff limbs. 
 
    Gin didn’t open his eyes or move from his meditative position. “I have a lead, could be exactly what we need to get to Mustane. Or have you already decided to give up on all that?” 
 
    Theo was too tired to be annoyed by the jab. Of course he hadn’t given up, but it was difficult in his current state to feel very motivated. “Why not just leave them alone tonight? They are hidden, aren’t they? Nothing has happened to them for more than a month now. They should be fine for tonight.” 
 
    “So you wouldn’t feel any guilt if you woke up tomorrow to find them both killed in their sleep?” 
 
    “Of course I would f—” 
 
    “This is not your pastime, Theo!” Gin was suddenly on his feet, eyes wide and intense. “You don’t get to play hero only when you feel like it. You’ve made enemies with the most powerful, most intelligent man in Alanthos. A man who is more than willing to use every resource to maintain his position. One mistake, one day off could mean death for you, or worse, for those closest to you.” 
 
    Theo glared back but his expression faltered as the faces of Annie and Jayson flashed through his mind. 
 
    Gin stepped forward and poked a bony finger into a bruised spot on his chest. Theo didn’t let the pain show. 
 
    “I chose to make myself vulnerable to Mustane, I chose to reveal my identity to you, to train you. I did that because I thought you were capable of making the sacrifices it would take to stop that man.” Gin pushed harder on Theo’s chest, looking for a reaction. Trying to make him lose composure. Theo gave no reaction. “Tell me. Was. I. Wrong?” 
 
    Theo narrowed his eyes and reached up, pushing Gin’s finger away. “No,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Silence stretched out as Gin searched his face, looking for something. Without warning, his demeanor changed, arms dropping, face relaxing. “Good.” He tossed a silver to Theo, “Now go grab me a rice wrap. One of those sweet ones. I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    Theo stepped up to the small house. It looked like every other house in the slums—rundown and mud-splattered, whatever paint had been used on the walls long since faded or peeled away. He stopped at the front door and knocked out the code Gin had given him. Two knocks, thump with his fist, then rattle the door handle twice. He felt like a disgruntled drunk who’d locked himself out of his own house. Maybe that’s the idea. He waited, feeling one of the two bodies inside slowly moved to the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “You know who it is, don’t make me knock the door down.” It was the code phrase Gin had told him to use but Theo felt silly saying it. Unlike Jayson, acting did not come naturally to him. He heard the latch click and the door opened, revealing the woman, looking much less pale than the night she had been rescued. He glanced behind her to see her daughter seated at a worn table. She looked much better as well, perhaps even better than her mother. 
 
    The woman looked surprised for a moment but quickly recovered. “Oh, thought it’d be the old man,” she flushed as if she’d said something offensive, quickly beckoning him inside. 
 
    “He had business to deal with tonight. I’ll be here instead,” Theo said, stepping into the sparse living space. The house was built with the same two-room layout as the one he’d snuck into a month back. Theo glanced into the back room and saw two sleeping rolls laid out next to each other on the floor. Other than that, it was completely empty. Theo felt a flash of guilt. Compared to this, Jayson's apartment was a noble’s manor. 
 
    “Ain’t much, but it keeps us warm and dry at night,” the woman said, seeing him glancing around. “Please,” she offered him the only other chair. 
 
    Theo accepted it, sitting down across from the girl, dropping his pack on the floor next to him. “You both seem to be recovering well,” Theo paused, realizing that he’d never asked their names. 
 
    The woman seemed to understand. “I’m Lanni, and this is ma daughter, Tess.” 
 
    “Lanni, Tess. Nice to meet you both. I’m Theo.” Tess gave him a timid smile. She looked to be maybe thirteen or fourteen, though Theo always had trouble telling girls’ ages. Some that he thought were teenagers turned out to be almost his own age. 
 
    Theo reached into his pack and pulled out a rice wrap. He’d paid for an extra one when Gin had sent him to the market. The day had been so busy that there hadn’t been time to stop and eat. He would need something in his stomach if he was going to make it through the night. Theo removed the leaf wrapping and was about to take a bite when he noticed Tess’s hungry stare. 
 
    Has Gin been feeding them? 
 
    “Tess, leave the man be. Ain’t polite to stare,” Lanni scolded. She turned to Theo and smiled again. “Don’t worry about her, she’s had plenty to eat. Got an appetite like a starving hornjaw, that one. Always has.” 
 
    “Ma,” Tess protested, blushing. 
 
    Theo looked at the wrap for a moment, feeling his stomach growl. He shrugged, breaking it in half and offering one part to Tess. It was a big wrap anyway. 
 
    The girl took it, tentatively glancing at her mother as she did. 
 
    Lanni scowled, then sighed, “You’re gonna end up big as a hornjaw too,” she muttered. 
 
    “Ma!” Tess yelled. Her whole face was crimson, visible even in the fading light. Theo tried to hold in his laugh but couldn’t stop a loud snort. 
 
    Tess dropped the wrap, burying her face in her hands. 
 
    Theo took a breath to collect himself, “Sorry, I’m not laughing at you. Promise. Here,” he picked up her half of the wrap, and handed it to her. “You are slim and pretty. Don’t listen to her.” 
 
    Tess blushed again, but the shy glance she shot at Theo said it was for a very different reason. She took the wrap and began nibbling on the edge, casting dark glances at her mother. 
 
    Theo smiled, biting into his own half, savoring the sweet, sticky texture and flakes of coconut. For a moment he forgot his aching, exhausted body. It felt good to be able to help others. It felt like he was doing something meaningful. 
 
    Theo was a few bites in when he looked up to see Tess had already finished her piece. Lanni wasn’t lying about that appetite. He looked away before she noticed. She’d been embarrassed enough. 
 
    “I heard ya tried to save Berik,” Lanni said. 
 
    A bite of rice stuck like a rock in Theo’s throat. He swallowed hard, forcing it down. “I’m sorry. I really tried my best to help h—” 
 
    Lanni waved it away. “Don’t be sorry. I’m grateful that ya tried. That man was always too stubborn for his own good. Kept telling him he’d do something to get himself killed.” Lanni’s expression was neutral, but Theo could see the sadness in her eyes. “Besides, you saved me and Tess. We’ll be forever in your debt,” she put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. 
 
    Theo could count the number of times in his life that he’d cried, but in that moment, he felt his eyes start to mist over. This woman and her daughter had been kidnapped and tortured—probably had other terrible things done to them as well. Her husband was dead and she was forced to hide, living in constant fear that her former kidnappers would find her, yet she seemed so thankful, so grateful to him. Theo felt a wave of guilt crash over him at having tried to refuse staying the night with them. He blinked his eyes quickly to dry them. 
 
    “Berik made me promise that I would find you both. It was obvious how much he cared,” Theo said. It didn’t feel like it was much comfort, but it was all he could think to say. 
 
    Lanni smiled at him, but now there were tears staining her cheeks. “I know,” she whispered. 
 
    Theo cleared his throat and stood up from the table. “Sorry. I’m sure this isn’t the conversation you wanted to have.” 
 
    Lanni wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her plain brown dress, moving around the table to hug Tess. “Yeah, perhaps a change of topic would be good,” she studied Theo for a moment, then spoke. “Why that disguise? Scared us both half to death the first time we saw you, down in the dark.” 
 
    Theo looked at her, surprised. It was hard to imagine anyone being scared of him. He was just Theo, Jayson’s smaller, skinner and less-attractive friend. Having seen himself in the mirror, though, he had to admit that his mask and outfit made an intimidating sight. Theo tried to imagine what it would be like to stumble into someone dressed like that while walking through a dark alley. “It’s just something to hide my identity. My friend gave me the mask. He works for the artist guild, has a bit of a flare for theatrics,” Theo caught himself before he said Jayson’s name. It was probably better not to involve him any more than necessary. 
 
    “Tess said ya looked like one of those saints.” 
 
    “Saints?” Theo raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, in the plays they do. They have the saints wearing masks just like yours and dress them all in white. Your clothes were black though. Guess that makes ya a black saint.” 
 
    “Black saint?” Theo repeated. It seemed like something a kid would do—give himself a secret name. He had to admit though, he liked the sound of it. 
 
    If Gin ever finds out I call myself that, he’ll never let it go. 
 
    “Think it kinda fits. In the plays the saint’s always out in front, inspiring their people and leading their armies. But ya come out of the darkness, looking as scary as the night itself. I’d bet ma best dress that ya made one or two of them goons piss themselves,” Lanni laughed then squinted at the last bit of light coming through the shades of the single small window. “Let me get some light.” She moved to a shelf and picked up two partially melted brightburn candles. 
 
    Theo sat back in his chair and scratched at the patchy stubble around his scar. It was the first time he’d thought about his disguise beyond just a disguise. 
 
    Lanni brought two candles and set them down on the table. Then—in a smooth practiced motion—she pinched the wick of one, snapping her fingers. 
 
    Theo watched in amazement as a tiny flame appeared, growing and flickering as it moved further down the wick. He looked at Lanni, mouth slightly open. “You…have a gift?” 
 
    “Hmm? Ah, that,” Lanni moved to the second candle, lighting it the same way, “yes. I thought Gin woulda told ya. It’s good for starting a fire, not much else.” Lanni snapped her fingers in the air. There was a brief flicker of heat accompanied by a small shower of sparks. Theo stared at the woman, very much intrigued now. He’d never seen a gift like that before. Usually gifts were not so noticeable. 
 
    “How does it work?” 
 
    “Work?” Lanni shrugged and pressed her hands together, sliding them quickly over one another. For an instant a small flame appeared in the air before burning out, leaving a whisper of smoke behind. “Just rub ma hands together and concentrate on the heat. Not much to it. Only works with ma hands though, and a good thing too. It would be a bit of a problem when you’re with a man,” Lanni laughed and Theo stared at her, hoping the candle light hid his red face as unwanted images flash through his head. 
 
    Lanni gave him a wink and a knowing smile then continued, “Saves some coin on oil and matches.” 
 
    “That’s,” Theo swallowed, recovering, “that’s fascinating.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one. Tess has a gift too. Least we think she does.” 
 
    Theo looked at the girl, “You can make fire as well?” 
 
    “Na, nothing like that, but she heals up real quick from scrapes and cuts. One morning she cut her finger, slicing vegetables, nasty one too. But by the time she went to bed, it had almost closed up all the way.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Theo studied Tess, thinking about the many stabs, cuts, and welts he had received over the last few months. Now that would be useful. The girl began to squirm in her seat and Theo shifted his gaze, realizing he’d been staring. He thought about how much of a ravenous appetite he’d had a day or so after receiving some of his more serious wounds. Was there a connection between Tess’s appetite and her ability to heal quickly? 
 
    “What about ya?” Lanni said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Ya’ve a gift as well, dontcha?” 
 
    Theo hesitated, contemplating what he should tell the woman. They had disclosed their own gifts to him, so it seemed only fair. Plus it appeared Lanni had guessed already. “Yes, but nothing like yours.” 
 
    “How is it, then?” 
 
    “I can sense people, well any living thing really, but people much more strongly.” 
 
    “Ya mean like, ya hear them?” Tess asked. 
 
    “Not exactly like hearing.” Theo stopped, gathering his words. “It’s more like touch. Like feeling them in the space around me. I feel them move, towards me or away, but if they get too far I can’t feel them anymore.” Theo scratched his head, “It’s hard to explain if you haven’t experienced it yourself.” 
 
    Tess’s eyes were wide and she nodded solemnly as though he’d just said something wise. 
 
    “Well then, sounds like me and Tess can sleep well tonight,” Lanni said. “And speaking of sleep, it’s past time Tess, come.” 
 
    “Ma, I don’t feel sleepy. I wanna stay up with Theo.” 
 
    “He’ll be right here in the morning and ya can chat all ya want then. Now come, no arguing.” Lanni led a disappointed Tess into the back room, saying good night before shutting the door, leaving Theo alone with the flickering candles. He yawned, reminded again of how tired he was. He began to pace the small space around the table, stretching his limbs, trying to get blood flowing. It’s going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    Theo jerked awake, stiffening when he realized what had woken him—the feeling of a body, standing just a few feet away. He’d fallen asleep on his feet and had been leaning against the wall of the small house. The body was just outside the wall, standing very still. Not a passing night watchman. 
 
    Theo was now fully awake, focusing all his senses as his heartbeat sped up. There wasn’t one body, there were three, one outside the window and two others at the front door. Cold fear spread through his limbs. 
 
    He moved for his pack, still sitting on the table, and pulled out his knife. As he turned back, the glass and shades of the window shattered. An object thumped to the floor. It was a smoker, Theo realized—a torch made of dried river reeds. He’d seen them used once or twice by mud hornet keepers to calm the insects. The reeds would burn easily enough but they produced almost no flames and an enormous amount of smoke, making the hornets slow and docile. 
 
    Theo moved to toss the smoker back out but stopped. If he threw it out, it would let the intruders know that he was ready and waiting for them. The room was quickly filling with smoke, burning his eyes and nose, obscuring his vision. Theo suppressed a cough, glancing around for a place to hide. There was nothing in the room besides the table. 
 
    Damn. With no time, Theo moved towards the front wall, pressing himself against it to the right of the door. A second later, it flew open, the latch cracking, splinters flying. Theo gripped the knife and waited, seeing the first body move into the room. The smoke was now so thick that he could barely see more than a shadow of the figure. He could feel them perfectly fine though. Theo’s eyes were burning and itching while tears ran down his cheeks. He ignored it all and forced himself to stay still as the second body stepped through the doorway. 
 
    Now! Theo pushed away from the wall, lunging and driving his boot into the side of the figure, slamming it into the opposite wall. The kick was hard enough to bounce the intruder back into Theo’s incoming fist. He felt pain as his knuckles collided with jaw bone. The intruder crumpled to the floor, unconscious. 
 
    He hadn’t brought his disguise, thinking there was no reason to, and now he was regretting not at least having his gloves on. 
 
     Theo turned, using what he remembered of the room and his sense of the intruders to navigate. 
 
    The third person climbed through the broken window to stand near the first. The smoke made it impossible to see, and neither seemed to have noticed that he’d taken out their friend. Theo couldn’t stay hidden though. The intruders had a straight line to the bedroom, to the sleeping Lanni and Tess. 
 
    Theo charged the closer body, bringing his knife down in a reverse grip on its back. There was a grunt and a curse. The voice was high pitched and feminine, surprising Theo, causing him to hesitate for an instant. 
 
    The female intruder spun, ripping the knife out of her back as she moved. She had a piece of cloth wrapped around her nose and mouth, but Theo still recognized her dark hair and slim athletic body. Desari. 
 
    Theo brought his knife up but she was quicker, her arms snaking out, hands gripping his knife hand by the wrist. Theo made a twisting motion and broke her hold. It was something he’d practiced on Gin, and Desari’s strength didn’t even come close to the old man’s iron grip. Theo moved for another attack but felt his fingers lose all strength and drop the knife. A cold numbness was spreading over his hand and up his forearm—moving out from the area she’d grabbed. 
 
    What? He tried to make a fist but his fingers wouldn't obey. It dawned on him a moment later as he remembered Lanni’s ability to create heat with a touch. 
 
    Desari is…gifted. 
 
    “Keep him busy. I’ll take care of the women,” it was the second intruder. A man’s voice.  
 
    Theo was trapped. He didn’t know how to fight this woman, with her strange ability, but he couldn’t retreat and let them get to Lanni and Tess. He sensed the man starting to move towards the bedroom. No time. 
 
    Theo threw a punch at Desari’s face. As he expected, she reached out to intercept, and he twisted so that she grabbed the sleeve of his shirt, missing his skin. He felt Desari’s grip tighten and spun himself in a complete circle, driving the elbow of his numbed hand into her temple. Desari fell but held on stubbornly to his shirt, pulling Theo off balance. He tried to push her off but felt her hand slip under his sleeve, sliding up to grip his elbow. A chill sensation spread, covering his entire arm and hand, moving towards his shoulder. His arm fell limp and useless at his side. Feeling desperation take over, Theo lashed out with his one good arm, hitting Desari in the stomach, then the face. 
 
    She stubbornly held on until his fist collided with the side of her jaw. Her head snapped around as she collapsed to the floor. Theo stepped back, fumbling around in the smoke-filled room for his knife. After a moment of searching, he found it and hurried past Desari towards the bedroom, trying not to think about the lack of feeling where his arm hung. 
 
    Theo ran into the back room, spotting two figures standing, struggling with each other next to the bedrolls. The smoke was not as thick here and he could make out Lanni, pinned by her throat against the wall by the male intruder. There were cuts on her face and blood staining her dress. 
 
    If I stab him, he’ll still have time to cut her throat. Having only one hand to work with, Theo stuck his knife into his belt and rushed in, grabbing the man’s hair and yanking him backwards. The intruder snarled in pain and let go of Lanni, instantly twisting to face Theo. The man slashed with a small knife, cutting through shirt and skin, causing Theo to stumble back. 
 
    He attacked again, stabbing into the bicep of Theo’s arm. Luckily, it was the dead, unfeeling arm. 
 
    Theo grabbed his own knife from his belt and thrust. The man batted away the awkward attack and brought his blade down into Theo’s leg. This time Theo felt it. White hot agony shot through him. He dropped to one knee, leaving his throat and head exposed. The intruder’s face was mostly hidden by cloth, but his eyes flashed with something dangerous. He leaned close and Theo recognized Tosh just as the steel touch of death pushed against his Adam’s apple. 
 
    Hands appeared from behind the silver-haired man, covering his eyes and cheeks. A horrifying scream ripped from Tosh’s throat and there was the sound of sizzling flesh. The man dropped his knife and scratched at his face, trying to get Lanni’s hands off him. Theo pushed himself to his feet, catching sight of the woman’s face, bloody and scared, but holding the man with an immovable determination. Tosh jerked and twisted, finally starting to free himself. 
 
    Theo stepped forward on his good leg and drove his knife upward as hard as he could, under the still screaming man’s jaw, through the roof of his mouth into his brain. Tosh’s screams became gurgles and he twitched several times, then collapsed, his face an unrecognizable mask of burnt, melted flesh. Theo swayed slightly as a sudden wave of exhaustion hit him. He turned to help Lanni and froze. The woman had fallen, and lay still next to Tosh’s body. 
 
     “No!” Theo shouted, coughing from the smoke as he knelt, taking Lanni’s head in his hands. 
 
    Lanni’s eyes fluttered opened. “Tess…” her voice was weak, barely more than a whisper. Theo glanced up. Tess was sitting on the side of the bed, arms folded, hugging herself, face a mask of fear and confusion. 
 
    “She’s alright. I need you to stay awake.” 
 
    Lanni shook her head slowly, “No, he got to her. She’s…hurt.” 
 
    Theo frowned and looked back up at the girl. He realized that she wasn’t hugging herself, she was holding her hands over a wound on her stomach. Theo could see a dark stain spreading around her fingers. 
 
    “No…” Theo breathed. There was no way he could help them both. He barely had the strength to help himself. 
 
    Lanni reached up and grabbed his tunic, “Her gift. She will live, but ya got to get her help.” 
 
    “I…I can’t just leave you here.” 
 
    Lanni’s eyes wandered for a moment then refocused on Theo with a hard urgency, “Ya can.” 
 
    For a second he was back in the trees of Royal Park, holding Berik as the man slowly bled to death. Theo’s exhaustion seemed to increase a thousand fold in an instant. Not again. 
 
    Lanni’s voice was quiet and desperate, “Protect ma daughter. Ya’re all she’s got now. Please.” 
 
    Theo swallowed hard then nodded, not sure if the tears in his eyes were still from the smoke.   
 
    Lanni smiled weakly, and with the last of her strength gave him a shove towards her daughter. 
 
    Theo laid her head back as gently as he could before moving to the girl. “Keep one arm over your stomach, put the other around my neck. I’m going to carry you out.” 
 
    Tess looked up at him. Her face was pale and her eyes wide and tear-stained. The sight of it broke something inside Theo and he felt fresh tears spill, tears not caused by the acrid smoke. This girl had been through so much already, and now—if she survived—she was going to be an orphan. I’m not strong enough for this. But Theo bent anyway, making his body cooperate through force of will as he lifted Tess with his good arm. When he turned back around, Lanni’s body lay completely still, her eyes closed, looking peaceful. Theo felt no sensation coming from her, but he let himself imagine that she had just fallen back asleep. 
 
    He moved quickly out of the house, not wanting Tess to see her mother’s dead body. The first intruder he’d knocked out was still lying by the door. There was no sign of Desari. 
 
    There was no time to worry about it as Theo hobbled down the dark streets, each step on his wounded leg causing a fresh wave of pain. He’d made it several blocks before he noticed the body following him. It was on street level and closing fast. 
 
    Will nothing go my way tonight? He slowed. There was no point running. He had no more strength. If this was the end, he would go down protecting Tess, like he’d promised both her parents. 
 
    He turned, expected to see Desari ready to finish the job. 
 
    Theo let out a breath, relaxing so much that his legs almost collapsed. Gin was standing in front of him, his wrinkled face sweat-stained from exertion. 
 
    “The girl?” Gin said, stepping towards him. Theo thought there was a hint of fear in the old man’s voice. 
 
    “Hurt but alive,” Theo said. 
 
    “The mother? Lanni?” 
 
    Theo shook his head. He waited for Gin to start berating him for his failure. This time, more than ever, he deserved every word. 
 
    Instead, the old man just nodded, “Give her here. We’ll take her back to the temple, treat her wounds,” Gin paused and looked Theo up and down, “and yours as well.” 
 
    Theo handed Tess over to Gin, then frowned, “I thought you were going to be gone all night? How did you know to come back here?” 
 
     Gin let out a frustrated huff. “A false lead. Mustane set me up. He wanted me away from the house so he could get to them. I headed straight here when I realized it.” 
 
    “Gin, I—” Theo started to say. 
 
    Gin placed his free hand on Theo’s shoulder, gripping it painfully tight. “Do not hold yourself responsible. This was my fault. I should have seen it coming. Should have seen that everything was too perfect.” 
 
    “I tried. I tried to keep them safe. I tried—” Theo cut off as his voice cracked. 
 
    “Look at me, Theo,” Gin’s voice was as sharp as a razor. “You did everything you could, and Tess is alive because of it. Don’t beat yourself up anymore about it. You’re wounded enough as it is. Understand?” 
 
    Theo stared at the old man, blinking slowly as he processed the words. 
 
    “I…understand.” 
 
    Gin let go of his arm and started off in the direction of the floating ruins. Theo limped after him, Tess’s small face watching him from over Gin’s shoulder. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo watched Ribbon drop silently from the ironwood tree, catching the unsuspecting squirrel in his jaws. It was dead before it even had a chance to struggle. 
 
    Theo stood from his crouch, wincing at his aching body. It had been several weeks since the attack that killed Lanni and both his major wounds were healed enough that neither required bandages anymore. That didn’t mean they didn’t still hurt, however. Desari’s paralyzing touch had worn off by the next day, leaving his bicep with a shooting pain if he moved it even an inch.  
 
    Theo watched for a moment as Ribbon finished his meal. The cyvoth stood halfway up his thigh now, the size of a large dog. A breeze blew through the Stillwood, rustling the beginnings of a mane growing around his head and shoulders—a deeper blue than the short fur that covered the rest of him. 
 
    Theo shivered slightly as the wind reminded him that summer was ending. Time really has flown by. 
 
    Ribbon had apparently finished the squirrel and trotted over to Theo, rubbing against his leg. Theo absently scratched the back of the animal’s pointed ears, savoring the feeling of the Stillwood breeze. 
 
    The city streets of Alanthos were no longer fresh and new. Instead, they were a constant reminder of his struggles against Mustane. His small victories and bigger defeats. Out here in the wood, things were different. Simpler, quieter. A place removed from Theo’s worries, fears and anxiety. In moments like this, Theo sometimes wondered if he had made the right decision by moving away from the country. 
 
    Ribbon’s tensing body pulled Theo out of his own head. The cyvoth’s ears angled towards some sound too quiet for Theo to hear. He didn’t have time to wonder what had attracted the cyvoths notice, because a few heart beats later he felt a body moving slowly in their direction.  
 
    “Ribbon, hunt,” Theo said, keeping his voice low. The cyvoth hadn’t just grown in size. His intelligence seemed to increase as he approached adulthood. With little training, Theo had been able to teach Ribbon several basic commands. 
 
    Ribbon took off, moving with a predator’s grace. Theo followed behind in a formation they had practiced many times before. 
 
    After less than a minute of slinking through the trees, Ribbon slowed, freezing in place with his eyes fixed on their target. 
 
    “Ribbon, hold,” Theo whispered, sensing the body just ahead. The person was moving slowly and didn’t seem to have noticed that they were being observed. Theo caught a flash of color and movement between the trees just as Ribbon’s rigid posture relaxed. The cyvoth looked up at him huffing loudly. Theo saw why Ribbon was so unconcerned as the figure became fully visible. 
 
    Shaya was wearing a light-brown coat over her green dress, a color several shades lighter than the bamboo and leaves of Stillwood. 
 
    Theo was again reminded that Shaya was attractive. Attractive in a quiet way, very different from Annie’s heart-stopping looks. She had a gentle femininity that Annie’s energetic personality couldn’t match, even in their most intimate moments together. Something about the way she moved or maybe her personality that Theo thought fit the Stillwood. 
 
    Shaya had a bag with a long strap slung over her shoulder. By the size, Theo guessed that it held several books. Or one very big one. 
 
    Theo let himself watch a moment longer then gave a command, “Ribbon, friend.” 
 
    Ribbon’s tail began to wag and he trotted out between the bamboo stalks. Theo was two steps behind, making sure to avoid being battered by the cyvoth’s long limb. 
 
    Shaya’s eyes widened as she saw them but relaxed as recognition passed across her face.  
 
    Theo saw the genuine smile and for a second, imagined there was a bit of red climbing her neck to her cheeks. 
 
    “Theo,” Ribbon reached the woman and wrapped his body and tail around her, trapping her legs and dress, “and Ribbon,” Shaya finished, giving the animal a rub under his furry chin. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you two out here.” 
 
    “I guess it has. The last time we ran into each other here Ribbon still fit in your lap,” Theo said. 
 
    “He’s grown so fast, I didn’t recognize him at first,” she began stroking Ribbon between his ears. In response he gave a rumbling purr. 
 
    “You should come by the apartment some time. He really seems to like you,” Theo said, moving closer. His healing leg stepped into an unseen depression and a jolt of pain went through him. He kept walking, doing his best to hide it. 
 
    “I should. I should get out to a lot of places in the city. My father won’t go more than a day without reminding me,” she looked him up and down as she spoke, green eyes narrowing slightly. “Theo, are you hurt?” 
 
    Damn, she noticed. 
 
    “Had a run in with some thugs. They were looking for a nobleman’s son that they could shake some coin off. I wasn’t as cooperative as they’d hoped.” His bicep began to itch where Tosh had stabbed him and he fought the urge to reach over and scratch it. He’d told the same lie to Annie. Luckily, she hadn’t been around for several days after the attack on Lanni and Tess. It had given his wounds a bit of time to heal before she found out. Disappearing for a day or several was something he’d learned was normal for her. Annie was the type of woman who did what she wanted, regardless of what anyone might say, including her own father. It didn’t bother him because when they were together, Annie made him feel like the most desirable man in the world. 
 
    “During the night?” Shaya said, her face still bunched in thought. 
 
    “What? No, no. Why would I be out in the middle of the night?” Theo’s heart skipped a beat. Does she know something? Then a worse thought caused the hair on his arms to stand on end. Is she involved somehow? Is she working for Mustane?” He pushed the thought away as soon as it appeared. He couldn’t believe an innocent, shy girl like her could be connected with the same people who’d killed Tess’s parents. He couldn’t and wouldn’t let himself believe it. 
 
    After several more seconds of watching him, Shaya’s face relaxed. “Please be careful. I would hate it if something happened to you.” 
 
    Theo breathed out, happy not to have to tell more lies. “I have this dumb habit of jumping into dangerous situations but I’m working on my decision making,” he gave her a half smile. That, at least, was the truth. 
 
    “Good,” Shaya said, giving more scratches to Ribbon who was impatiently squeezing her legs. “I heard some of the maids today talking about a mysterious man who has been coming out during the night. They say he hides his identity with a mask he stole from the theatre and calls himself Black Saint.” 
 
    Theo had to control his urge to burst out laughing. If only you knew, Shaya. He wasn’t sure how the name had spread. He’d only ever heard it from Lanni, though he had mentioned it once to Jayson afterward. What kind of stories has he been telling?  
 
    Theo forced a concerned look onto his face, “I hadn’t heard about that. Maybe I need to get out more as well.” 
 
    Shaya shrugged and adjusted the strap of her book bag, “It might just be runaway gossip from bored women. I don’t really believe it. It’s a little too much like something from one of my books.” 
 
    Theo watched her for a moment, not speaking. There’s an intelligent woman hiding under that shyness. He wondered if she meant to keep that part of herself hidden or if she just needed to feel very relaxed before she let herself be completely free. 
 
    “How are things between you and Jayson?” Theo asked, not sure where else to go with the conversation. 
 
    Shaya gave him a weak smile. “Things are fine. He’s a great walking companion.” 
 
    “You aren’t interested in him. Romantically, I mean,” Theo said, reading the slight slump in her shoulders. 
 
    She shook her head, “My father still hopes something will happen, but both of us see the other as a friend.” 
 
    Theo felt like he was prying now but couldn’t quite stop himself, “Do you wish it wasn’t that way?” 
 
    Shaya stared off into the wood for a moment, then met Theo’s eyes. “I don’t know. I think we are just too different for something to work. He’s outgoing and popular. He loves social events and being surrounded by people. I can enjoy a party now and then, but usually it just wears me out.” 
 
    I can relate to that. 
 
    “Jayson needs a girl who loves the crowds as much as him.” 
 
    Theo nodded but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I do love the theatre though,” Shaya said. She seemed to brighten and reached a hand down to pat her bag. “They do such an amazing job of bringing stories to life. Its feels so much more real than reading it on a page.” 
 
    Theo couldn’t help but smile at her unexpected enthusiasm. “I guess I’ll get to see what you mean at the premier next week.” 
 
    “You’re going to love it!” 
 
    Ribbon seemed to be feeling left out and stood on his hind legs to lick Shaya on the cheek. She let out a squeak and tried to push the cyvoth back down. Theo snorted, feeling nearby forest animals scatter at the commotion. 
 
      
 
    “Very Good. A new best time,” Gin said, looking at the small markings on the hourglass in his hand. 
 
    Theo blinked in surprise, dropping from the fallen section of pillar that was the end of Gin’s makeshift obstacle course. Really? A compliment from him? And not even a backhanded one?  
 
    There was a slight ache as Theo’s leg took the weight of the landing but he was happy to feel it hold solid. Almost as good as new. 
 
     Theo looked up at the old man, searching for a sign that he had been joking or taunting. Gin’s face was neutral, brow lowered slightly in thought. 
 
    “Are you feeling…normal?” Theo said cautiously. 
 
    Gin’s face sharpened into his familiar scowl, “Fine. I just need to know your body’s working. You’re no use to me crippled.” 
 
    It wasn’t a convincing lie. They both knew he was almost fully recovered. Does he actually care? The old man was certainly capable of it. Theo had seen Gin treat Tess with grandfatherly tenderness, especially after her mother’s death. He had always assumed Gin saw him as a useful tool, a weapon in his fight to topple Mustane. His words the night Lanni had been killed and the compliment he’d just given was making Theo less sure. 
 
    Gin seemed to sense Theo’s thoughts and made a dismissive motion, and turned away, “Either go home now, or you’re running the course another five times, no breaks. Don’t you have an engagement this evening anyway?” 
 
    Theo smiled slightly at the old man’s back. He cares, at least a little. Even so, Theo wasn’t going to test Gin. He took the offer and headed back to the apartment. 
 
    Ribbon was waiting to pounce as Theo walked through the door. It had become the animal’s preferred way of asking for a treat—hornjaw milk. Theo steadied himself as the cyvoth stood up on his hind legs, planting his paws on Theo’s shoulders and licking the dried sweat off his face. 
 
    “Alright, alright. At least let me get inside first,” he gave Ribbon a long scratch behind the ears then pried the animal off him. It was getting harder and harder to do, even with the cyvoth barely resisting. Theo wondered when the animal would learn how much bigger and stronger than a human he was becoming. 
 
    He gave Ribbon a bowl of milk to keep him happy, then began drawing himself a bath. It was a process that started with pouring water into the tub while heating the bath stones in the small bathroom oven. After the tub was full he grabbed a pair of long tongs to hold the heated rocks and put them into the tub, each creating a flurry of bubbles as it fell to the bottom. Finally finished, Theo pulled off his clothes, examining the old stab wounds on his arm and leg that were forming into scars. 
 
    More to add to the collection. Theo was about to step into the tub when he caught sight of his naked body in the tall bathroom mirror. He stopped, surprised at the stranger he saw there. He looked older, with the dark-red beginnings of a beard covering what used to be a bare chin. His eyes stared back at him with the hard intensity of a man who’d endured real pain, who’d witnessed real suffering. 
 
    Theo reached a hand up to his face, not quite believing the reflection. His body had changed as well. What had just months before been a lanky, scrawny torso was now covered in a solid layer of muscle. He’s still wasn’t as big and broad-shouldered as Jayson, but he couldn’t call himself skinny anymore. He counted six or seven new scars on his body since he’d moved to Alanthos.  If he was a woman, Theo thought he might have hated all the pale lines of damaged flesh. He’d listened to Annie and other women complain about the smallest of imperfections—things he would never have noticed if they hadn’t been pointed out. But there was something about the scars that made him feel strong. A reminder of all the things he had survived, of all the opponents who had tried and failed to kill him. It reminded him that he was capable, that despite his fears and uncertainty, he was dangerous. Theo paused for a moment longer to admire his transformation before slipping into the refreshing warmth of the bath. 
 
      
 
    The theatre house looked imposing next to the other buildings of the plaza, standing almost three times higher than anything nearby. Its walls were white and the roof—made up of a large center dome surrounded by smaller ones—was painted light blue. Even without considering size, the theatre’s sloping and circular architecture made it instantly stand out. 
 
    Theo joined the trickle of people heading towards the three sets of double doors that were the main entrance. It was premiere night, which meant the house was going to be packed. Theo glanced up at the huge stained-glass window that dominated the front wall. It was an image of Melissari Arous, the saint of beauty and inspiration. She was whispering into the ear of an artist as he leaning forward, working with his brush on a canvas. 
 
    Another of Rapho’s masterpieces. It was masterful work, the way each little piece of colored glass came together to create such a complex, lifelike image. 
 
    Theo’s admiration was interrupted by the sound of his name, coming from the crowd standing outside the doors. He spotted Jayson, face pale from a layer of stage make-up, standing a head above most of those around him. The actor gave a wave and motioned Theo over. 
 
    Theo began politely pushing his way towards his friend, controlling the uncomfortable feelings that the crowd gave him. He spotted Annie and Shaya a moment later as more bodies moved aside. 
 
    Shaya stood, one hand lightly gripping Jayson’s arm. Her hair seemed to have been curled slightly more than usual and she wore a simple white dress that came down to her shins, the bottom cut unevenly. Compared to her peers, it was simple, but he thought it fit her well. 
 
    Theo gave her a smile of greeting then turned his attention to Annie. 
 
    She was in a plain black dress, part of one of her costumes. She looked slightly unfamiliar with her face covered in the excessive theatre makeup, but her eyes were the familiar blue jewels of excitement. Theo felt a swelling in his chest and, surprising himself with his own boldness, pulled her close with a fierce kiss. He was aware of the stares from around him, but in the moment, he felt no embarrassment. In fact, he wanted people to know he and Annie were together. He held her lips against him for several more seconds before letting her come up for air. 
 
    Annie smiled wide, the red of her lipstick contrasting with her snow-white teeth, “Wow! I’ve missed you too.” Theo could see the blush on her cheeks despite the makeup. Annie giggled and gave him a strange look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh…it’s just…you’ve got a bit on you.” 
 
    “Ah,” Theo realized what she meant and reached up, wiping lipstick off his face. 
 
    Jayson laughed and clapped a hand on Theo’s arm. He tried not to wince as his friend grabbed the exact spot on his bicep that was still sore. 
 
    “It’s going to be an amazing show. The actors, costume designers, prop builders, director—everyone’s put in so much work, more than any other performance I’ve been a part of,” Jayson said. 
 
    “Oh? So it’s not amazing just because of the handsome, talented and too-popular-for-his-own-good leading man?” Theo said, laying the sarcasm on thick. 
 
    Jayson grinned and put a hand over his heart like he’d been stabbed. “Of course not, it’s because of the beautiful Miss Silvermoor’s debut as a leading lady. It’s all Alanthos is talking about.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Theo tried to think of a witty response to his friend, but came up with nothing. He was just glad to see the people he cared about so happy. It was a much needed break from his constant worry and depressingly dark thoughts. It was like taking a full breath after spending a whole day with an iron clamp around his throat. 
 
    Theo reached his arm around Annie’s waist and pulled her close. The curve of her body seemed to be perfectly shaped to fit against him. Annie laid her head on his shoulder and he breathed in, smelling the familiar scent of her hair. He hadn’t thought he would care so much about the performance, but now, standing here on the night of the premier, he felt a strong sense of pride for Annie. He gave her another tight squeeze. 
 
    “It’s time for us to head backstage, love,” Annie gave him a peck on the cheek then extracted herself, “I’ll see you when it’s over.” With a final glance and smile, Annie disappeared through the doors of the theatre. 
 
    Jayson moved to follow, but paused like he’d forgotten something, turning back. “Theo, could you keep Shaya company. I’ll be unavailable. Obviously.” 
 
    “What a gentleman. Leaving your lady with another man. And before the show’s even started,” Theo said. 
 
    Jayson grinned, “Womanizer and handsome rogue, guilty as charged.” He turned and headed in after Annie, calling over his shoulder, “Owe you one.” 
 
    Theo watched the back of his friend’s head, thinking about how much he already owed the man. He envied Jayson’s approach to life. Carefree and unshakably positive. He wanted to see the world like that—bright and full of new experiences and possibility. Instead, everywhere he looked, Theo only saw shadows. “Ready?” he said, offering Shaya his arm. She took it without a word and they headed through the doors. 
 
    The lobby was a large area, decorated with white and gold. Opposite them was a huge door that led to the auditorium. On either side of that were twin staircases, leading up and meeting on an upper landing, giving access to the balcony seats. Theo checked their tickets—small strips of reed paper with the artist guild’s insignia stamped on one side. They were for main auditorium seating. 
 
    “Have you read the story?” Shaya asked. 
 
    “Story?” 
 
    “Lorthon the Fearless. It’s what the performance is based on.” 
 
    “Sounds…vaguely familiar, but I don’t think so. I’ve been too busy lately to do much reading,” Theo said. 
 
    “It is one of my favorites. It has everything; drama, romance, action—” Shaya cut off and Theo felt her body stiffen. He looked up and stopped, the blood draining from his face as he noticed what Shaya had. 
 
    Lord Mustane stood a few steps in front of them, in a sharp red and black suit. It had buttons down the front and shoulder pads that made him look like an officer of the Borlean military. He was speaking to another theatre goer, partially turned away. Theo looked down and guided Shaya to the side, around and past the nobleman, hoping to avoid any interaction. 
 
    “Theo Anamanth.” 
 
    He froze, like one of the squirrels who’d been caught in Ribbon’s gaze. His scar started to burn and he wondered if he could pretend he didn’t hear. Before he could try, Mustane stepped forward, blocking the way to the auditorium. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you since that party. I hope I didn’t scare you off. I promise not all of my parties feature an attempt on my life,” Mustane cocked his head slightly with a half-smile. Theo looked up and met his gaze. He was determined not to show the nobleman any of the fear he was suddenly feeling. 
 
    Mustane looked even taller and more dominating than the last time Theo had stood next to him, but he didn’t let his eyes waver. This was the man—no, the monster—who’d killed Berik, who’d kidnapped, tortured and eventually killed Lanni, leaving Tess an orphan. The man who had murdered his own mother. 
 
    “How do you like Alanthos, Theo, now that you’ve had some time to adjust? The wonder of the four lands, they call it. The city of the future. Does it live up to its titles?” Mustane spoke in a relaxed tone, like he was making small talk. 
 
    He is, Theo reminded himself. He doesn’t know anything. Relax. 
 
    Theo forced himself to breathe. “It’s…impressive. Very big.” 
 
    Mustane laughed, a short barking sound. He put a hand on Theo’s shoulder, squeezing. Theo felt the strength of the man behind that grip. He smiled back at Mustane, ignoring the fingers that dug into him. 
 
    “A man of simple words. I’d almost forgotten you were raised in the country. Refreshing, after having to listen to my colleagues trying to cram as many five-syllable words into one sentence as they can, like that somehow makes them seem more impressive.” 
 
    “I’m a man with simple words and simple goals,” Theo said, his body relaxing slightly. He noticed that Shaya’s hand had slid down his arm to his own, holding it in a grip as tight as Mustane’s. 
 
    “Good. Simplicity is the mark of a man who knows what he wants,” Mustane paused, thinking, “but…simple does not mean lacking in ambition.” His expression became ice cold and he stared into Theo’s eyes, searching them for something. Theo felt his muscles start to tighten again. “Yes, I think you do have ambition, but for what I wonder?” Mustane said. 
 
    To take that smug head off your shoulders. 
 
     “Alanthos is a city of endless opportunity for men like us. Men of ambition. Just be sure you are prepared. There are only a few spots at the very top,” Mustane gave him a cold smile and released his shoulder, stepping away and moving towards the right-most staircase. A second man followed Mustane and Theo’s already quickly beating heart suddenly slammed against the inside of his chest as he saw the face. 
 
     Sivall’s dark inhuman eyes pierced right through Theo like twin crossbow bolts. A hundred different thoughts raced through his mind at once. He’s dead. Gin killed him. Didn’t he? Had he somehow survived? Had Gin lied? Why would he lie? Theo felt Shaya tugging on his arm. 
 
    “Let’s go find some seats,” she said, voice shaky. She clearly wanted to get far away from Mustane. Theo didn’t blame her. 
 
      
 
    Brightburn lanterns were mounted along the aisles, giving theatre goers plenty of light on the way to their seats. Theo and Shaya’s tickets marked them for the center section and they found a pair of seats a few rows back from the stage. The number of people inside the auditorium was not enough to make him feel uncomfortable but too much to ignore completely. After several minutes of waiting and stewing in his own thoughts about Sivall and Mustane, attendants began darkening the aisle lanterns, leaving the stage as the only thing lit in the large space. The room slowly hushed as the darkness settled. Then the show began. 
 
    The director came out on stage—a skinny man with clear, oversized spectacles. He bowed and then announced the coming performance. A production of Lorthon The Fearless. Lorthon, of course, would be played by Jayson. 
 
    Hearing the title again, Theo vaguely remembered that he’d heard some version of the story years ago from one of his tutors. At the time he’d been very uninterested in anything that required sitting still for longer than a minute or two. 
 
    Theo watched as the first act unfolded. The story centered around a small kingdom in some land that he was sure had been made up. Everyone was happy and contented in this made-up kingdom, that is until a monstrous thing—the gorgoth—began attacking citizens, dragging them away in the night to its forest lair. The king sent out huntsmen and warriors to kill the gorgoth, but all either returned empty handed or never returned at all. In desperation, the king sent a message to the legendary hero Lorthon, offering his beautiful daughter—played by Annie—in marriage, if he would come and kill the gorgoth. It seemed painfully cliche to Theo, but he had to admit that both the production and actors were very convincing. Slowly, he became more and more engrossed, until he noticed that he was leaning forward in his chair, all previous thoughts and worries gone from his mind. 
 
    I am starting to understand why Shaya loves this so much. He glanced over and saw her staring intently, eyebrows furrowed, focused. 
 
    Then the first scene with the gorgoth came. The lights on the stage were dimmed so that they cast long shadows. Lorthon stood his ground on one side while his companions fled in fear. From the opposite side of the stage came a huge hunched, black shape, moving in a way that unsettled Theo, despite him knowing it wasn’t real. 
 
    There were gasps from the audience and Theo tensed as he felt something touch his arm. He realized it was Shaya and glanced at the woman to see she was more pale than normal, her wide eyes staring at the fake monster. Theo couldn’t help but smile at how simultaneously afraid and absorbed she looked. 
 
    Lorthon drew his sword and the gorgoth reared up on its hind legs, eliciting more gasps. Theo felt Shaya’s hand slide down his arm and interlock with his fingers. He felt some guilt, holding her hand like that while Annie performed right in front of them, but Shaya wasn’t letting go, holding him as tightly as she had in front of Mustane. He wasn’t even sure if she’d noticed what she was doing. 
 
    Theo focused his sense on the gorgoth, curious as to how the performers made it look so real. He felt three bodies, hidden under the dark cloth. The three were moving perfectly together, giving the illusion of one continuous beast. Despite having seen through the illusion, Theo couldn’t help but see a living, breathing monster. After a back-and-forth battle, Lorthon finally killed the gorgoth, driving his sword through its head, then standing triumphantly with one foot on the fallen monster. The audience cheered loudly, and Theo found himself clapping along. 
 
    Several shouts of “Lorthon!” broke over the clapping. Theo thought he heard a few female voices shouting Jayson’s name instead. 
 
    Then came the closing scenes, where Lorthon presents the head of the gorgoth to the king, ready to claim his reward. Theo watched Annie and Jayson stand together, facing each other with hands clasped. Annie was looking up at his friend in a way that was suddenly making Theo feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “And now as promised, Lorthon, you may take my daughter as your wife,” said the actor playing the king. 
 
    Jayson pulled Annie close, one arm around her waist, the other behind her neck. Then he leaned down and twisted so his body blocked the audience’s view. 
 
    Jayson’s head met Annie’s as they kissed. The crowd erupted in screams and cheers, but Theo barely heard any of it. Blood was pounding in his ears and he felt the muscles of his neck twitching. The kiss went on, as though taunting him, giving him plenty of time to soak in the humiliation. 
 
    It’s only acting. He tried to tell himself. It didn’t help. Anger burned hotter than a furnace, searing his insides. After what felt like forever, the torment ended. Jayson turned and lifted Annie back up. They stood gazing into each other’s eyes and Theo felt the fire inside him threaten to relight. 
 
    “Ow, you’re hurting me.” 
 
    “What? Oh. Sorry.” He realized that he’d been squeezing Shaya’s hand so hard he’d almost crushed it. He relaxed but didn’t let go. The anger had burned away any lingering feelings of guilt from earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Theo!” Annie ran towards him, throwing her arms around him and kissing him on the lips and cheek. “I was so nervous before it started, I thought for sure I’d forget my lines, but everything went perfectly. I feel so relieved, so excited!” She pulled him down, hugging his neck tightly. “Theo?” Annie stopped when he didn’t return her hug. “Are you okay? Didn’t you like it?” she pulled back, searching his eyes. 
 
    “It was…good.” He forced the words out. 
 
    Annie frowned. “Why are you upset?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. It’s just…” Theo felt like an insecure teenager, but he couldn’t get the image out of his head of Jayson with his arms around Annie. 
 
    After a long moment Annie’s eyes widened, then narrowed again, “Theo, it’s acting. It’s not real. Jayson and I are friends. Nothing more.” She sounded annoyed now. 
 
    “I know that. I just…” Theo fumbled for words. Why can’t I just let it go? 
 
    “It was a stage kiss. He hides me so the audience can’t see that our lips don’t even touch,” Annie’s face was flushing with anger. Then, without warning, tears appeared. “I worked so hard. I just wanted you to like it, to be proud of me.” 
 
    Theo blinked, stunned. It made sense of course, as to why the kiss had looked strange. The anger he’d been holding evaporated, leaving him feeling deflated, horrible. Ashamed. He’d ruined the show, ruined Annie’s perfect night, all because of…nothing.  
 
    “I, I’m sorry I—” he spotted Jayson making his way towards them, grinning from ear to ear. Theo felt panic well up from nowhere, claustrophobia that threatened to suffocate his mind. The bodies of the theatre goers were too close, too many. He was trapped in the middle. I can’t face him, not after what I just did to Annie. He felt his breath coming fast and shallow, his thoughts jumbling together. 
 
    “I need to go,” he blurted out, turning and pushing his way through the crowd, leaving Annie to cry alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    He crouched on the roof, watching the few theatre goers who’d stayed long after the performance had ended. There was no sign of Annie, or anyone else he recognized. After leaving her, he’d gone straight to the apartment and put on his disguise, ignoring Ribbon’s attempts to play. The cyvoth had seemed to sense his dark emotions, whining quietly after Theo had shoved him roughly away. Right now he didn’t want to be Theo, the immature man-child. The coward who’d run, leaving his woman in tears. He wanted to get away from that, wanted to hide in the night. He wanted to lose the civilized part of him, the way Ribbon did when he was hunting prey in Stillwood. 
 
    Theo turned and ran towards the edge of the building, leaping the gap, barely noticing the dizzying fall and not caring that he might be spotted. He landed on the next building, keeping his momentum with a roll, coming back to his feet before leaping across the next gap, welcoming the dull ache from his leg with each impact. 
 
    Theo didn’t know why but he moved eastward, towards the richest part of the city where most of the noble estates were located. He realized he was on a path right to the Silvermoor estate. Perhaps his unconscious mind was leading him back to her, trying to give him a second chance where his conscious self had failed. 
 
    Below him a couple walked arm in arm, the woman resting her head on the man’s shoulder. He looked away, spotting another couple, then a third and a fourth. They seemed to be everywhere, painful reminders of what he’d done. 
 
    Leave me alone! Theo growled in frustration. He turned, ready to keep running from his shame. 
 
    The scream stopped him just as he was about to jump to the next building. Moving back to the opposite side, Theo looked down into the dark alleyway. He saw the shadowed forms of another couple. Great. Then he saw the third figure, a man blocking their path and brandishing something sharp and gleaming in the moonlight. 
 
    Some distraction. Finally. Theo lowered himself over the edge, climbing silently down the wall. The rational part of his mind was aware he was deliberately seeking out violence, looking to replace his emotional distress with physical pain. It was exactly the opposite of what Gin had taught him. 
 
    “Stay back, gutter rat!” the man said, stepping in front of his woman. His raised voice ended in an unconvincing squeak. 
 
    “Gutter rat? Now that’s one I ain’t heard before.” The thug flipped his dagger, catching it with practiced ease, “Trying to be brave in front of the lady ay? Must have been inspired by ya fancy theatre show.” The thug stepped forward, dagger ready, “Only problem is, you ain't no legendary hero. Come here and let me give ya an extra large serving of reality.” 
 
    The man looked like he might piss himself at any moment, but to Theo’s surprise, he lunged at his assailant. 
 
    The thug easily stopped the clumsy attack, sidestepping while kicking the man’s leg, causing him to go down in a tangle of limbs. The thug gave a laughing grunt, “Thought ya’d put up a bit more of a fight,” then he shrugged and turned to the woman. “Don’t worry, m’lady, I’m an honorable thief. Give me ya jewelry and coin and I’ll leave the rest of ya unharmed.” 
 
    The woman looked like she was torn between helping the fallen man and turning to run. 
 
    Before she could decide, Theo dropped between the two, bending to absorb the fall before drawing himself up to his full height. The thug took a surprised step back and the woman muffled a shriek with a gloved hand. 
 
    “Try me,” Theo said. He knew he shouldn’t speak when in his disguise. There was always a chance someone would recognize his voice, but at the moment he was feeling reckless. 
 
    The thug’s eyes shot from the fallen man to the woman and then back to Theo. He glanced down at Theo’s gloved hands, seeing that he held no weapons. 
 
    The man’s swagger returned and he flashed Theo a dirty smirk, charging forward. 
 
    Sloppy. Theo stepped inside the dagger thrust, driving his elbow into the thug’s stomach. The thug dropped and hit the ground before staggering back to his feet, face scrunched in pain, jaw set. 
 
    Stubborn, at least. 
 
    The thug moved in again, slower. He stabbed at Theo’s chest, but Theo didn't react, seeing the feint for what it was. The thug regained his balance, realizing his trick hadn’t worked. With a growl to inspire himself, he barreled forward, slashing at Theo’s throat. 
 
    Theo leaned to one side, then the other, avoiding the blur of the blade. The man grabbed a fistful of Theo’s clothing in an attempt to hold him still. 
 
    Theo had been waiting for that. He pulled the thug in, wrapping him in a hug just under the armpits, pinning his arms up over his shoulders so there was no way for the thug to make use of his knife. He lifted until the man’s feet came off the ground then twisted and drove downward. The man’s back met the stone and Theo’s weight came down on top of him. The dagger made a scraping sound as it slid a few feet down the alley. Theo pushed himself up off the dazed thug. 
 
    The man was at least partially conscious and moaning softly. 
 
    “The Black Saint.” It was said as a half-whisper, in a voice filled with awe. 
 
    Theo stood and faced the woman who was now next to her fallen lover. He remembered what Shaya had told him about how the maids had been gossiping. “Where did you hear that?” he asked, his voice harder than he’d intended. 
 
    The woman cringed away and began to ramble. “I didn’t—I mean, it’s just rumors, things the other girls have been talking about. All I heard was that the watchmen have been seeing a man. A man with a mask like yours, who only comes out at night. Please, you can take my jewelry, just let us leave. Please just let us leave…” 
 
     Theo watched the woman’s terrified face as her words trailed off. 
 
    “I’m not here to rob anyone. You’re both free to go.” 
 
    The woman’s body visibly relaxed. 
 
    “But you should be more careful, especially in the alleyways and especially at night.” 
 
    The woman nodded vigorously and bent to help the man to his feet. Theo turned to go but the man called after him, “But you are him?” 
 
    Theo stopped and looked back. “Him?” 
 
    “The Black Saint. That is you, isn't it?” 
 
    Theo watched the couple for a moment, then disappeared down the alley, leaving the question hanging in the night air. 
 
      
 
    Theo leaned his back against the wall of a narrow alley, letting deep shadows hide him. What am I doing? I’m wasting time. Im running. I should be telling Annie I'm sorry. He turned to climb the wall of the alley but paused as a figure appeared for a moment down a connecting street. That particular person caught his attention, not because Theo thought he’d been spotted, but because he hadn’t felt anyone nearby. He still didn’t feel anyone. 
 
    Sivall. With everything that had happened, he had forgotten the man was somehow alive. Theo quickly climbed the wall, moving low across the rooftop. He paused, feeling that the bodyguard was truly alone before following, keeping to the rooftops. The dark-eyed man moved southwest through side streets and alleys, heading towards the river and the center of Alanthos. Theo tried to maintain his distance whilst still keeping him in sight. It was more difficult than he realized and twice he nearly lost Sivall around a corner. He was aware now of just how much skill it took to trail someone. His gift normally made tasks like this trivial. 
 
    Theo squinted in the darkness, watching his target move around the side of a building, out of sight. He knew the alley the man was heading down. It was a dead end, blocked off by another building wedged between it and the river. 
 
    Some elaborate setup?  With all senses on edge, Theo moved to the side of the building and peered down into the darkness of the alley. He could feel no bodies, which meant if there was a trap it was only Sivall. 
 
    Not much of one. He searched the darkness below as his eyes adjusted. There was no sign of the man. Had he doubled back? No, I would have seen. Theo’s mind shouted that something was wrong, but he couldn’t see or sense anything that might be a threat. He slowly climbed down the wall, his muscles tight with energy and anticipation. 
 
    Theo hit the alley floor, hand resting on the knife in his belt. He held his breath, head pivoting. 
 
    Nothing. The only sign of movement was a startled rat scurrying for cover. 
 
    Adjusting his hood, Theo began to study the edges of the alley closely. Sivall had to have gone somewhere. Men don’t just disappear. At least, Theo hoped to the saints that was the case. He moved to a sewer grate, crinkling his nose at the vapors that the drifted out. He yanked on the grate bars but they were immovable. Couldn’t have gone down there. 
 
    He stood and crossed to the back wall of the dead end, studying it in the moonlight. The wall that created the dead end was part of a large riverside warehouse. 
 
    I wonder. Theo began running his hands along the tiny spaces between the stone blocks that made up the wall. He was about two thirds of the way across when he found a space, larger than the others, large enough for him to slide his fingers inside. He forced his gloved hand in as far is it would fit and was surprised to feel empty space. The inside of the stone block was hollowed out. He felt around and his fingers brushed against something. It felt like a lever. He adjusted, then gripped it, pulling down. After a second of resistance, it moved, causing a muffled click to sound somewhere inside the wall. Theo jerked his hand free just as a section of the wall began to move, sliding inward, leaving an opening on either side. The hidden door had made no more than a faint grinding sound. Whoever had constructed the mechanism had to have been an incredible craftsman. With a last glance back into the alley, Theo slipped inside. 
 
    He was standing in the expansive space of the warehouse. Before he had a chance to do anything, the secret door slide closed behind him, just as quietly as it had opened. Theo frowned, wondering whether there was some other mechanism which caused it to close, or if it was on a timer. For a moment his mind flashed a gruesome image of someone getting caught halfway through as the door shut. Theo decided not to dwell on that and turned his attention to his surroundings instead. 
 
    The ground floor was covered with crates and barrels of different sizes, some set on the ground, others stacked high on top of one another. Above him was some sparse scaffolding and crossing beams that formed the skeleton of a second floor. Even higher above that was the slightly sloped ceiling of the warehouse. The glow of the moon was coming through large glass windows that covered the majority of the west riverside wall. Near the center of the building Theo caught the slight swaying movement of a thick rope that hung down from one of the crossbeams like it had been accidently knocked loose. 
 
    He could see the green glow of a lantern and felt a body ahead, around a stack of large crates. He moved toward the crates in a crouch, pressing his back against them before inching his face around the side. 
 
    The giant silhouette of Broc was the first thing Theo saw. Beside him and looking comically small by comparison was Sivall, holding a lantern in one hand. The hair on the back of Theo’s neck stood straight. No matter how many times he experienced the bodyguard’s immunity to his sense, it still unsettled him. He shivered, licking his dry lips behind his mask. 
 
    Broc bent over, setting down a large chest with a thud on the warehouse floor. 
 
    “This is the one he wanted, from the tower,” Broc rumbled. 
 
    “Good. The massster will here sssoon.” 
 
    Master? Mustane is coming here? Theo had several questions running through his mind at once. Questions about Sivall’s apparent cheating of  death, about the secret and incredibly well made door, and about that chest and why Mustane wanted it. 
 
    Broc said tower. Does he mean the Tower Academe? Before Theo could spend any time untangling the knot of questions, he felt the second body. It was behind him, just outside the warehouse, standing at the hidden door. Time to move. 
 
    Theo glanced around for a new hiding spot, spying a small ladder in the deep shadows of the warehouse’s corner, leading to the scaffolding above. He headed for it, seeing the false wall start to push inward. He was halfway up the ladder when he saw Mustane’s tall form enter the warehouse. 
 
    A rotten feeling soured Theo’s stomach as he watched the nobleman stride towards his two bodyguards, boots thumping with each confident step. Mustane was wearing the same military style suit from the theatre, but now had a saber sheathed at his hip. 
 
    Theo climbed the last few rungs up onto the small walkway, creeping along it for a better view. 
 
    “Sir,” Broc said, motioning to the chest. 
 
    Mustane studied it, then nodded, “Excellent. Open it.” 
 
    Broc obeyed, releasing several metal latches and lifting the lid. 
 
    Theo squinted, trying to make out the contents from his perch. Books? What does he want with books? 
 
    Mustane bent and began grabbing books one by one, studying the covers and occasionally flipping through a few pages. After a minute, he replaced them all and shut the lid.  
 
    “Have it delivered to my study.” Mustane turned back to Broc, “Was anyone noticed whilst retrieving it from the tower?” 
 
    The big man shook his head, “No, swear on the saints, sir.” 
 
    Mustane looked up sharply at Broc. 
 
    The giant’s face twisted in fear and he lifted a meaty hand in defense. “Sorry, er, swear on the…city?” 
 
    Mustane glared for a moment then gave a brief nod. He turned back to the chest, “The tower will know it’s missing soon. There are still a few there who shouldn’t be underestimated.” He paused and put a hand to his chin, “It doesn’t matter either way. Even the tower isn’t bold enough to openly accuse me of stealing.” 
 
    Broc visibly relaxed. Beside him, Sivall seemed to have no reaction to the conversation, his unblinking eyes pointing straight ahead, staring intently at nothing. 
 
    Another shiver ran up Theo’s spine. He stood from his crouch and began moving along the walkway, trying to get a better look at the chest. 
 
    “Broc, I have a carriage waiting outside. Take the chest. Sivall, come with—” 
 
    The board Theo had just put his weight on let out a horrible creak, filling the entire warehouse. Theo’s heart jumped into his throat. He became a statue, hoping the shadows were dark enough to hide him. 
 
    All three men’s heads turned and looked directly at him. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “The masssked one,” Sivall hissed, pointing. 
 
    “Kill him,” Mustane ordered. 
 
    Theo moved, sprinting along the upper walkway. He needed to get to the far side. The windows were his way out. He reached one of the beams that spanned the interior to the far wall and stepped onto it, placing one foot in front of the other, keeping his arms out wide for balance. One, two, one, two. He shot a quick glance down, surprised that none of the three men had moved from their spot. 
 
    Theo saw the crate an instant before it crashed through the beam, sending splinters and chunks of wood everywhere. 
 
    He fell, twisting, barely getting his feet under him before slamming to the floor. He absorbed the fall, clenching his jaw against the jarring pain and, drawing his knife, turned to face his attackers. 
 
    “The faceless man. Or—what is it they have started calling you? Black Saint?” Mustane sneered at the name. He was just a few feet away, flanked by his bodyguards. Sivall had his serrated dagger ready and Broc was hefting another crate, ready to throw. 
 
    Theo gave the smallest of glances towards the windows on his left. 
 
    “Thinking of running? That’s not very saintly of you,” Mustane said. “Try if you want. Broc’s aim is quite good.” 
 
    Theo knew Mustane was right. He would be an easy target if he went for the window. There was no escaping now. 
 
    He had one option. 
 
    Theo charged the nobleman, knife ready. The dark shape of Sivall blocked his path and Theo dropped under a cut, putting the full force of his body into a thrust that gutted the bodyguard from pelvis to sternum. Sivall made no sound as Theo’s knife opened him up, instead reaching for Theo’s face, hands clawing, trying to dig into something vital. 
 
    With a grunt, Theo shoved the man away and continued advancing on Mustane. The crate came hurtling straight at him and Theo threw himself to one side. It clipped his shoulder, spinning him around, leaving him on hands and knees. 
 
    He took in a shaky breath, slowly moving his shoulder joint. There was a heavy throbbing feeling. Not broken though. Theo set his jaw and rose, breaking into a full sprint. He expected Mustane to back away and put himself behind Broc. Instead, the nobleman came forward, meeting Theo’s rush. 
 
    Theo stabbed at the taller man, aiming for his neck. 
 
    Mustane moved with the grace and practice of an expert fighter, leaning his body to the side and catching Theo’s hand on the way in. He felt the man’s grip tighten until it was a crushing pain, grimacing as his hand was forced open. He watched helplessly as the knife slipped through his fingers and clattered to the floor. 
 
    Mustane’s other arm shot out, fingers clamping tightly around his throat. 
 
    Theo clawed desperately at the hand, hearing the gasps and gurgles that escaped him, then, astonishingly, he felt himself being lifted off the ground, held in the air by only his throat and wrist. Mustane was a large man who seemed to be in good shape, but Theo wasn’t small. Lifting a grown man with arms extended was a feat of strength no normal man should be capable of. 
 
    Theo grabbed at Mustane’s wrist, struggling to relieve the intense pressure on his neck. 
 
    “Beaten? So easily? My faceless friend, you are clearly no saint.” 
 
    Theo couldn’t have responded even if he had wanted to. He tried to get a little breath in, but choked as he felt the grip on his neck tighten further. 
 
    Mustane released his wrist, moving to grip Theo’s throat with both hands. 
 
    Theo pulled at the man’s fingers, kicking and flailing his legs, doing anything to free himself. It was a pitiful, futile attempt. Spots began to appear in his vision, followed by darkness, closing in from the edges. 
 
    “Let me see who you are. I want to confirm my suspicions,” Mustane’s voice sounded like it was coming from very far away. 
 
    One hand released Theo’s throat, allowing the smallest bit of breath back into his lungs. He felt Mustane’s fingers grip the bottom of his mask and begin pulling it from his face. 
 
    No! If Mustane found out who he was, it wouldn’t just be death for him. He would come after Jayson as well, and Annie, maybe even Shaya. But there was absolutely nothing he could do. His air-starved body was so weak all he could manage was a pathetic scraping at the other man’s arms. He felt the mask begin to lift up, barely holding onto his last thread of consciousness. 
 
    Mustane stopped abruptly, releasing Theo, dropping him to his knees. 
 
    Theo gasped, filling his lungs with precious Alanthos air. He looked up, eyes going wide as he saw what had caused Mustane to let him go. 
 
    Gin—a dagger in one hand, straightsword in the other—was locked in combat with the much larger nobleman. Mustane had his saber out and was backpedaling from Gin’s lightning-fast onslaught. 
 
    Theo had been completely focused on not blacking out and hadn’t sensed the old man enter the building. He tried to stand but his legs refused to support his full weight. 
 
    Theo called a warning, seeing Broc moving behind Gin, but all that came out was a cough.  
 
    Broc’s massive arms closed in a hug that would have impressed a mountain bear—and grabbed nothing as Gin slipped away, putting Mustane between him and the giant. 
 
    Theo blinked, trying to follow the action. It was damn impressive to witness the old man’s skills on full display. 
 
    “Come to save your mascot, old man?” Mustane said. 
 
    “Old man? Speak for yourself, Gage,” Gin replied. 
 
    Mustane gave a charismatic smile, “You know, when I heard the rumors about the man in the mask, I thought it had to be you. I will admit to being a little disappointed. This saint of yours fights as well as a longbeak swims.” 
 
    Gin’s eyes shifted to the body of Sivall, lying in a pool of sticky dark liquid. “I think you underestimate him.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Mustane shot back. He took a step forward, raising his sword tip towards Gin. “I’ve had enough of chasing after your shadow. It’s no longer any fun. Let’s finish our little game here. I’ll call off my guard. You can have your chance at me. It will be the best you will ever get.” 
 
    “You know me better than that. I’m not a fool, Gage.” 
 
    “I suppose not, just a coward.” 
 
    Gin didn’t react to the verbal prodding. The two men’s eyes locked and they seemed to be caught in a mental struggle, one tall, young and handsome, the other wrinkled and worn. 
 
    Theo tried again to use his legs, managing this time to get to his feet. 
 
    Gin moved just as Theo came upright, throwing his sword at Mustane who took a step back in surprise. In the instant of distraction, the old man darted towards Theo, grabbing his arm and yanking him along. 
 
    “River.” 
 
     It was all the warning he got before the old man grabbed him around the waist and tossed him. 
 
    Theo hit the large window of the warehouse, felt his body shatter the glass, then continue through the air. He gasped as he hit the Alanthos river, more from the cold than the impact. A moment later there was another splash as Gin landed next to him. 
 
    “Swim,” Gin commanded and began moving with long strokes, the current giving him extra speed. Theo followed suit, swimming hard while spitting out water that got in under his mask. Soon the warehouse, Broc and Lord Mustane disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
    Theo trudged up the steps of the temple ruins, the weight of his soaking clothes only adding to the exhaustion in his limbs. They had floated downriver, through the city, pulling themselves out at the ruins. Both men left wet trails on the stone as they moved through the immense doorway and inside the temple. Theo felt the heavy silence like a physical pressure as he waited for the inevitable admonishment, maybe accompanied by an angry slap. 
 
    No excuses this time. He had decided to trail Sivall and to enter the warehouse, without a plan or a reason beyond plain curiosity and as a distraction from his own distressed mind. 
 
    Now, after having had time to reflect on his actions, Theo was ready to deliver the slaps himself. They passed the main open area of the temple and stepped into Gin’s room to the left of the altar stairs. Theo spotted Tess as he entered, relief flashing across her face. 
 
    “Ya back, Theo too. And ya really wet.” 
 
    “We are, girl, we are,” Gin lowered himself slowly into his small chair, removing his waterlogged boots. 
 
    Theo began doing the same, balancing on one foot then the other as he pulled off each. “Sivall. He was there, alive and unharmed, well, he was before I gutted him,” Theo watched the old man as he said it, not sure what kind of response to expect. 
 
    Gin was silent, staring down at his boots as they leaked water on the stone floor, forming a small puddle. 
 
    “Did you hear me? Sivall was alive. Sivall. The man you told me you killed.” 
 
    “Yes.” For once his voice sounded like it matched his age. 
 
    “And what’s the explanation? Is there a gift that allows you to come back from the dead, or did you lie about killing him?” Theo braced, ready for a violent response to come from this accusation. He caught a quick glance at Tess. She was watching them with wide eyes, looking like she might be close to tears. 
 
    He realized then how angry and sharp his tone was. Making little girls cry. Great job, Theo. 
 
    “I didn’t lie. I slit him open from ear to ear. Left him face down in a pool of his own blood. No man—not even one with a gift—could survive that.” Gin’s tone was still soft and defeated. Theo frowned, studying the old man. He was leaning forward, head bowed, hands clasped in front of him. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Gin remained still as the seconds dragged by. Slowly, he lifted his head, meeting Theo’s eyes. “Sivall’s miraculous resurrection is the least of our concerns. Mustane is looking for secrets, very old secrets. He may already have them.” 
 
    “What secrets? The chest?” Theo asked. 
 
    Gin stood, some of his usual young-man-energy seeming to return. “Secrets. That means I don’t know what they are. What I do know is someone who might,” he reached out and gripped Theo’s arm, face hardened like he’d just decided something. “I can’t keep going out. Mustane is already too close to discovering where I’ve been staying,” his eyes moved to Tess, then back, “and I’m gambling more than just my life now.” He spoke the last words in a whisper. 
 
    Theo watched Gin. His general attitude seemed to have softened since the night Lanni had been killed. 
 
    “I need you to go to the tower, to Ren Rapho. Tell him I sent you.” 
 
    “The artist?” 
 
    “Artist, scholar, eccentric madman. Ren is a lot of things.” 
 
    Eccentric? Madman? Theo wasn’t sure what those descriptions meant, coming from someone like Gin. “As long as he’s less grumpy,” Theo said dryly. 
 
    Gin grunted and gave him a flat smile, “Also, I got something for you. Your outfit’s wearing out. Its past time you got a new one.” 
 
    Theo watched him move to a trunk in the corner, pull something dark out and turn, holding it up. Theo squinted at the dark fabric. It seemed to be the same type of grey-black material Gin wore when he was out at night. Theo marveled at the strange light-absorbing fabric, feeling his eyes begin to lose the form of the cloth. He blinked and tried to refocus. 
 
    “Made from tarantula silk, those big spiders up in the Chaskian mountain caves. Tougher than other cloth, harder to spot in the dark, and makes almost no noise.” 
 
    Theo reached a hand out, feeling one of the sleeves. It was soft and glossy smooth, but also thick, with a weight to it that surprised him. 
 
    “Don’t go getting it ruined. This thing is worth more than a nobleman’s tailored suit.” 
 
    Theo nodded, taking the outfit in both hands, feeling the strange weight and silky texture. He looked at Gin. “Why give it to me now?” 
 
    Gin shrugged, “You’ve earned it.” 
 
    Earned it? This wasn’t what he had expected from Gin after the trouble he had just caused the man. He really is different. “Are you saying I—” 
 
    “Shut up and take it, Theo. I’m not giving out free compliments,” Gin said with unconvincing bluster. 
 
    Theo raised a hand, “Alright.” He folded the outfit over one arm and turned to give Tess a warm smile. Her concerned expression wavered, then relaxed as she returned a slightly confused smile of her own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo slept later than he’d intended, only waking because a lonely Ribbon started licking his face. He gave a tired groan and tried to shove the animal away. Ribbon resisted and huffed hot cyvoth breath at him. 
 
    “Alright, I’m awake. Give me a minute,” Theo said, pushing himself up to sitting, turning his head to avoid the wet tip of Ribbon’s nose. “You want milk, don’t you?” 
 
    Ribbon gave a low growl of agreement. 
 
    Theo rubbed his hands over his face then blinked several times. These long nights are catching up to me. He got himself out of bed, threw on some clothes then walked out to the main room, filling a bowl with milk, setting it on the floor. 
 
    “You’re not going to be able to climb trees if you keep eating so much,” he said. 
 
    Ribbon ignored him, making loud lapping noises, spilling a bit of milk on the floor. 
 
    Theo gave a tired sigh and shook his head. He made a cup of tea and took a seat at the table. As he drank, the fog of sleep began to clear, bringing back memories of the previous day. The theatre and Annie, his encounter with Mustane and his talk with Gin back at the ruins. Right, the tower. 
 
    Theo felt a body moving, heard the creak of the wood floor. He looked up to see Jayson appear from down the hall, short black hair still damp from a bath. 
 
    “There he is. I figured you had some secret operation last night, but I was starting to worry.” 
 
    “I’m fine, as you can see. Just tired,” Theo said, not feeling like discussing his awkward exit from the theatre. 
 
    “So, what happened with you and Annie?” 
 
    Theo groan inwardly. Well, I have to face it some time. “We had little argument.” 
 
    “Little? She wouldn’t tell me what happened. Ran off crying, just after you left.” 
 
    Theo felt fresh shame twist his gut. “It was my fault. I was acting like a child. I uh, I still need to apologize to her.” 
 
    Jayson watched him with eyes narrowed into an expression Theo couldn’t interpret. “Well, don’t beat yourself up too badly. Annie is a passionate girl. She has a tendency to…overreact, especially when things don’t go the way she planned. You might want to give her space for a day or two before you try to talk.” 
 
    Theo considered it. Jayson was probably right. The man had known Annie for much longer than Theo, after all. The best thing would be to try and put it out of his mind, at least for today. 
 
    “I need to talk to someone at the tower,” Theo said. 
 
    “The tower? Did you schedule a meeting?” 
 
    “No. Should I have?” 
 
    Jayson shrugged, “It makes it a lot easier to get in. The people over there are all about schedules. I would come along but I have some work to do at the theatre. After that, I promised Lord Silvermoor I would take Shaya to the banking district, help her set up a new account. 
 
    Theo scratched the chin hairs poking out around his scar, “I’ll figure something out. Maybe I can bribe a guard.” 
 
    “Living in Alanthos for less than a year and you’re already thinking like a criminal. Maybe moving here was a mistake,” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo shot him a glare but Jayson’s grin was unshakable. 
 
    Theo finished his tea, grabbed his boots and left the apartment, heading northwest towards the Tower Academe. The late-morning Alanthos streets were full of noise and activity; carts transporting goods, the sounds of craftsmen—metal and wood workers—hammering and chopping, buyers haggling loudly with street vendors, children laughing and playing; some orphans, others who had momentarily escaped the watch of their mothers. 
 
    Despite the large number of bodies so close together, Theo felt a faint sense of familiar comfort. Am I finally getting used to all this? A happy, dirty-looking hound stopped in front of him and Theo gave it a quick pat then wiped his hand off on his pant leg. Perhaps the city could feel like home with enough time. 
 
    Theo stopped, tensing as he saw a flash of brown curls. He moved forward, forcing his way along the crowded street, up behind the girl, grabbing her by the arm and turning her around. A shocked and unfamiliar face stared at him. 
 
    “Sorry, I thought…” Theo trailed off. 
 
    The girl jerked her arm away, casting several dark looks over her shoulder and muttering something about “disgusting men” as she disappeared back into the crowd. 
 
    Theo ran a hand through his hair, sighing. His plan of putting Annie out of his mind wasn’t going well so far. The painful feelings of the night before started bubbling up like hot tar. 
 
    Focus, Theo, you have things to do. He turned his attention towards his own body, concentrating on the guilt, remembering Gin’s lessons. At first all he felt was disgust with himself, but after several long breaths, the emotions dissolved into nothing more than tightness and pressure. He took a long breath inward, then blew it out, letting his shoulders drop. 
 
    Better. 
 
    “The Black Saint!” 
 
    The calm state he had just achieved was instantly shattered. He shot paranoid glances around the street, looking for who had discovered his secret. 
 
    “The Black Saint will catch you, criminal scum!” Theo turned his head and saw two boys, one chasing the other, both brandishing dolls. They ran across the street and disappeared behind a stand. 
 
    His eyes caught on the set of cloth dolls displayed on the stand, each dressed in black, with tiny masks on their faces. His tense state dissolved into a laugh at the absurdity of it. Someone had made, and was selling, dolls of him. In a million years, he never would have expected that. Theo shook his head as he watched the boys reappear, darting across the street in the opposite direction. He started forward again, casting a final glance at the the stand of dolls. 
 
    When he reached the campus of the Tower Academe, Theo saw that there was more to it than just the tower. A collection of buildings sat around it at street level, all seemingly connected to one another. It appeared that the only way to reach the center and up into the tower was through one of these. 
 
    “Saints...” Theo heard himself whisper as he stretched his neck to look up at the massive structure. The tower seem to go up and up for ever, a massive spear designed to pierce the clouds. It was built in circular levels, stacked on top of the next, starting with the largest section at its base and getting smaller the higher up he looked. From his estimation, even the very top level was still thirty or so feet across. 
 
    One of the wonders of Alanthos. It more than lived up to the title. 
 
    Theo entered what he hoped was a main entrance to one of the larger buildings. He was stopped by a plump Chaskian woman seated behind a large desk, surrounded by giant stacks of reed paper. 
 
    “Welcome to the Tower Academe, young sir. Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “I uh, do not, but I would like to speak with Master Rapho.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re one of his students, then?” the woman moved to write something down. 
 
    “No, not a student,” Theo scratched his scar trying to think of what to say. “An old friend of Master Rapho sent me to speak with him.” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips and studied him judgingly with violet eyes. Theo shifted his weight, all of a sudden feeling like he’d done something wrong. 
 
    “Well then, you’ll have to come back another time. Master Rapho’s non-academic visiting time is completely booked for several days. I can make an appointment for you at the next available spot,” she held the quill over the paper, waiting for his response. 
 
    Days? Theo rubbed a hand down his face. Gin had sent Theo because he needed to speak with the master today. He contemplated simply running past the woman. He was more likely to get himself lost than find the man in this sprawling complex. On top of that, he could see two very tough-looking guards in matching red uniforms at the end of the hallway. 
 
    “No. No appointment,” Theo said. He turned to leave, then paused as the spark of an idea formed in his mind. “Could you tell me where the Master Academe spends most of his time?”  
 
    The woman looked up at him like he’d said something borderline idiotic. “The Master’s study of course. The top of the tower.” 
 
    Theo thanked her and quickly stepped outside, away from her piercing gaze. The idea spark had ignited into a full-fledged plan. It was a bad plan, maybe one of his worst. The kind Gin would spend a week yelling at him over. 
 
    A part of him protested. The part of him that experienced the consequences of his past rash decisions. The part that remembered the pain, the scrapes, cuts and stabs. Despite that, this part of him couldn’t compete with his desire to prove himself to Gin; to prove that all the training wasn’t wasted, to prove that he was an asset, not a liability. 
 
    Theo looked up at the large windows that were set into each level of the tower. They looked like dark mirrors, hiding old mysteries, calling him to come and discover. He stared back. 
 
    Challenge accepted. 
 
      
 
    This really was a bad idea. Theo’s arms were already burning and he was barely more than halfway up the tower. A sudden gust of wind caught him and he clamped his fingers onto the tiny stone lip with a fear-strengthened grip. 
 
    Theo glanced down and immediately regretted it. 
 
    Too high to go back now. He gritted his teeth, then pushed with his feet, pulled with his arms and jumped upwards. For one long, terrifying second, none of his body was touching the tower. Then his fingers grasped the ledge above him and he pulled himself up to sit on the small ledge where the next level of the tower started, pressing his back against the wall, his feet dangling over the edge. He sat there, chest rising and falling, trying to get the cramping muscles of his forearms to relax. He’d severely overestimated how hard the climb was going to be. Mustane doesn’t need to hunt me down. Just wait long enough and I’ll get myself killed. He waited, breathing deeply while the wind whipped his hair. After a few minutes, his muscles began to release. He flexed each hand, testing them. One level at a time, Theo. One at a time. He resumed his slow, pulse-pounding climb. 
 
    He was another two levels up when he found a series of stone statues jutting out from the tower. They were carved in the shapes of animals: longbeaks; mountain bears; cyvoths; and other disturbingly monstrous faces that he didn’t recognize. The carvings made perfect handholds, and he sped up his climb, moving from one ferocious face to the next. 
 
    As he neared the very top of the tower, he heard faint shouting, mostly drowned out by the wind. He pulled his body over the edge of the highest level and shot a glance back down. Far below him, looking like a collection of ants, was a crowd of people. He could vaguely make out that they were looking up and pointing. 
 
    At least I can’t be recognized this high up. Theo stepped back from the ledge and lifted his gaze. He sucked in a breath, the crowd instantly forgotten. Expanding out below him was the sprawling metropolis of Alanthos, endless buildings and streets, surrounded by its massive outer walls. A feeling of utter amazement expanded in his chest until it was an almost painful ache. He looked south and saw the great stone circle that was the colosseum, then towards the Alanthos river, which appeared like a deep blue sword slash through the city’s middle. He could see the widening where the floating ruins sat, with the fallen structures partially submerged and cut off from the rest of the city. 
 
    It looks so small from here. To the west was the plaza and the curved domes of the theatre house. Even further northwest, beyond the great city wall, was Stillwood, a dark blanket of green nestled into the side of the city. He felt strangely removed in that moment, watching the specks that were people, each going about their lives, only aware of their tiny sliver of Alanthos. Theo thought he would be happy just to sit here all day and simply watch. 
 
    “Well, I think it’s safe to say that you’ve scared off all the birds. I hope you are proud of yourself.” 
 
     Theo started and spun around. He hadn’t sensed anyone inside the tower. 
 
    His mind went to Sivall for an instant, but the man he saw through the open window was not the black-eyed bodyguard. This man’s hair was short and neatly trimmed, matching his styled mustache and beard that formed a square of hair around his mouth. Both his head and facial hair were age-grayed, and wrinkles showed on his forehead and around his eyes. Despite that, he watched Theo with a sharp intelligence and intensity. 
 
    “You are Ren Rapho,” Theo said, not quite sure if he was stating a fact or asking. 
 
    “And you are scaring away my birds,” the man he assumed was Ren said, turning towards a large blank canvas, making several fast strokes with a paint brush. 
 
    “I’m…sorry?” Theo slipped through the open window and stood, looking around the Master Academe’s chambers. The center was clear except for his canvas and stand. On the outer edges of the room were a messy collection of chests, stacks of books, baskets, half-finished paintings, and a very large desk, itself covered in more books and reed paper. The entire room had a smell of old leather and dried reeds, reminding him of the small library at his father’s estate. 
 
    “Sorry isn’t likely to bring the birds back,” Ren said, looking at his painting. 
 
    “No…” Theo said, frowning at the man. “How are you…I mean. I didn’t notice you,” Theo struggled for how to ask it without giving away his secret. He couldn’t feel Ren at all. He was starting to realize how much that lack thoroughly unsettled him. “I usually notice people…” Theo trailed off realizing how odd his explanation probably sounded. 
 
    “Ah yes, that gift of yours,” Ren said. He made a gesture down at his body, “It’s the robes. Just a precaution. A lot of people in this city are interested in the Master Academe. People who would happily use their gifts to get something from me.” 
 
    Theo tried not to let his surprise show. The man knew about his sense. He found himself hoping Gin was right about Ren being on their side. 
 
    On instinct, his hand moved to his knife. Then he remembered he’d lost it in the warehouse fight. Need a new one. Theo crossed his arms instead, studying the master’s clothing. His robes were a colorful mix of purple and green, with wide billowing sleeves that reminded Theo of a Chaskian monk’s clothing. The offset line of clasps in the front made it look like a Borlean soldier’s uniform, however. In fact, it seemed to be a strange amalgamation of the two styles. 
 
    “How can clothing…do that?” he asked. 
 
    Ren stopped and looked at him, as though Theo had finally asked something worth his full attention. “The master never reveals his secrets, but you would be surprised what the right materials and pinch of creativity can do,” he smiled and winked. 
 
    Theo opened his mouth but Ren raised a hand, cutting him off. 
 
    Theo shut his mouth for a moment then tried again, “I’m Theo—” 
 
    “Theo Anamanth, yes, and I’m Ren. There, introductions complete.” 
 
    “You know who I am?” Theo said. He was feeling completely off balance now. 
 
    “Well your identity isn’t exactly a secret. At least, that one isn’t.” 
 
    Theo felt icy fear grip his heart. How much does he know? 
 
    Ren spoke before he could, “I know many things about many things. Let’s leave it at that for now and try to stay focused on what’s important.” 
 
    Theo ran a hand through his hair, thinking. Whether he trusted Ren or not didn’t seem to matter. The man apparently already knew Theo’s secrets. 
 
    “Are you working for Mustane?” the words were out of his mouth before he could stop them. 
 
    Ren snorted loudly, “Oh, I’m sure he would love for that to be the case, but no. I don’t work for anyone. The tower claims I work for them, but from my perspective, it’s the other way around.” 
 
    “Did you know I was coming?” Theo said, trying to regain his mental footing. 
 
    Ren went back to painting like he hadn’t heard. Theo repeated the question. 
 
    “What did I say about focusing?” Ren said. 
 
    Theo sighed loudly. He was feeling less cautious now and more annoyed. “Why is Mustane stealing books from the tower?” 
 
    Ren paused, halfway through a brush stroke. He tapped the brush in the side of a paint cup, then set it down. “Now that is an excellent question. A question I don’t have the answer to, though I can guess.” He finally stepped away from his painting and moved to stand in front of Theo. “Tell me, what do you know of the Divinas?” 
 
    “Divinas?” Theo pressed his mind. It sounded familiar. Gin had mentioned it, hadn’t he? What was it? “Godmen?” Theo asked. 
 
    Ren gave a slight smile, “Yes, they seemed like gods to the humans. Whether or not they were actually divine is its own debate.” 
 
    Theo scratched absently at his scar, “And where are these Divinas?” 
 
    “Long extinct by now. A tragedy, by all the accounts they were magnificent,” Ren said. 
 
    Theo raised an eyebrow. “If they were so great then why’d they all die off?” 
 
    Ren grinned and poked a finger into Theo’s forehead, “Ah, so there is a bit of logic working in there.” Theo narrowed his eyes, but Ren ignored him and kept going, “Something happened to the Divinas. Something terrible. The texts speculate, but I have yet to find a definitive answer. A plague? A defect in their blood? Whatever it was, their population slowly began to shrink. In a last desperate effort to save themselves, they began interbreeding with a savage, animal-like race called Hominas. Ancient humans, that is.” 
 
    Theo let the words soak in then rubbed both hands down his face, trying to grasp the significance of what Ren was telling him. “So these godmen just…disappeared? How come I haven’t heard about them before?” 
 
    Ren’s eyes narrowed, “But you have, Theo. Everyone has. The last of the godmen and their descendants have been immortalized at the center of our culture. Of course, we call them something else.” 
 
    “Saints,” Theo whispered, finally realizing. 
 
    “Indeed. Our so-called saints were the last of the full-blooded Divinas. Slowly, their line was diluted with human blood, passing on their greater strength and size as well as their more intelligent, civilized minds. First there were the half-human-half-Divinas, some of whom became immortalized in stories as great heroes, then the line diluted further and people became smaller, weaker, shorter lived. Eventually, there was you and I.” 
 
    Theo opened his mouth to comment, but Ren held up a finger. 
 
    “Things weren’t completely bleak, however. Something happened when the two races’ blood mixed. Some kind of reaction, occasionally causing a person to be born with unique traits, abilities. Incredible quickness, perfect coordination, sometimes mental traits, like perfect memories, or maybe an entirely new sense,” Ren stared like he was looking right into Theo’s mind. 
 
    Seconds passed in silence as Theo rubbed a finger along the scar on his chin, absorbing the Academe’s words. Finally he spoke, “Why isn’t this version of our history common knowledge? Why do we call the divinas saints instead?” 
 
    Ren sighed, “The tower fears that somehow, whatever calamity befell the Divinas might happen to us. They believe that the only way to protect the people is to hide our memories of the past.” 
 
    That makes no sense. If something was going to happen, knowing or not knowing wouldn’t change things. “You’re telling me. That means you don’t agree with,” Theo gestured vaguely around the room, “the tower.” 
 
    “How perceptive, Theo,” Ren gave him a dry smile. 
 
    Finally, the entire conversation clicked into place. “So that is why Mustane wants the books. He’s looking for forgotten knowledge, but about what exactly?” 
 
    “What indeed, what indeed. Like I said, I don’t know the answer, but I suspect Mustane wants the same thing that all men who have tasted power want. More power.” 
 
    “You know about what Mustane has been doing,” Theo felt his anger flaring, “and you’re happy to sit in your tower and…and paint?” 
 
    Ren narrowed his eyes, “You believe I am a coward?” He smiled and shrugged, “You might be right, but I really don’t think I would be much help in any activity that requires violence. That’s your area of expertise. Mine is in here,” Ren tapped the side of his head, “in any case, I’m helping you now, giving you the tower’s darkest secrets,” he added with a sly grin. 
 
    It was true, Theo realized. Information was the whole reason he had come up here. 
 
    There was a sudden pounding noise and Theo twisted towards the door in the far wall, hand going to his belt where he used to keep his knife. Damn I need a replacement. 
 
    “Master Academe. Please open the door. There are reports of a dangerous man spotted climbing the tower.” 
 
    Ren scowled, “It looks like time has run out on our little discussion.” He stepped over to dusty trunk and began rummaging through it. 
 
    They think I’m dangerous? Theo thought for a moment about all the training Gin had put him through these past months. Fair enough. They might be right. 
 
     The pounding became louder and more frantic. “Master Rapho, open the door or I will be forced to break it down!” 
 
    Ren stood from the chest and turned, handing Theo a heavy coil of rope with a claw-like hook on one end. “You don’t need to be dramatic, Captain Harper, give me one moment and I will unlock the door.” He turned back to Theo, “That should make the climb down a bit faster. You might want to exit down the north side, fewer eyes to see your getaway.” Ren pushed the north-facing window open and motioned for him to hurry. 
 
    Theo crossed to the window and Ren helped him secure the hook against the frame, where it dug into the wood. Theo clambered outside and gave the rope a few test jerks. Satisfied that it was secure, he began his climb back down. 
 
      
 
    The arm snaked out around Theo’s neck, yanking him backwards and off balance. He reached up and gripped with both hands trying to pry it free. It was a losing battle. With his center out from under him, all his weight was on his neck. Gravity was pressing him down into the choke, causing him to strangle himself. He gave a last desperate pull, but the edges of his vision were already blackening. Just as he was sure he would pass out, Gin released the hold and let him fall to his knees, sucking sweet life into his body. 
 
    “See? You pull them back into you, keep them off balance and let their own weight do the work. If you do it right, you can even knockout men much larger than yourself. 
 
    Theo coughed twice, then rubbed his throat. “I see,” it came out as a raspy whisper. 
 
    “Ok, try it on me,” Gin said, turning his back. Gin’s training in the last week and a half had shifted from straight sparring to focusing on surprise attacks—how to incapacitate an opponent before they had the chance to fight back. 
 
    “Never take a straight fight when you can catch a man by surprise,” Gin had told him. 
 
     Theo stood and glanced to the side where Tess was sitting on a broken chunk of pillar, her small legs swinging back and forth as she watched the training, chewing loudly on a rice wrap. She seemed to be doing quite well. As well as she could be after everything that’s happened. 
 
    Theo turned back to the old man. It was practice, but he’d be lying if he thought he wasn’t going to enjoy squeezing Gin’s leathery old neck. Theo stepped behind the other man, placing one foot forward in between Gin’s legs, just as he’d been shown. He reached an arm out, then in a quick motion wrapped it around the old man’s neck and yanked him backwards. 
 
    Gin reacted instantly, his hands grabbing Theo’s arm before the choke could sink in, simultaneously letting his legs collapse so that instead of Theo pulling him backwards, it was Theo that was pulled forward by the full weight of Gin hanging from his arm. Theo stumbled and felt Gin replant his feet before easily tossing Theo over his shoulder. Theo braced with his arms, managing to partially break his fall. The only padding between him and the hard stone floor of the temple was a thin rug that Gin had laid down. The impact rattled his teeth and he let out a half-sigh, half-groan as he lay, hearing a stifled giggle coming from Tess. Theo slowly forced his body back up off the ground, pointing an accusing finger at Gin. 
 
    “What the saints was that! Do you want me to learn or not?” He wanted to jab the finger hard, right into the knobby bump of Gin’s throat, but also preferred his fingers not to be broken. Theo knew he was overreacting but he wasn’t sure exactly why. Stress? Lack of sleep? 
 
    Gin looked at him with a slight frown, not the smirk he used in the past when Theo lost his cool. The old many rarely smiled, not since Lanni had died. For some reason Gin’s lack of reaction caused a new wave of anger to build up inside Theo. He disregarded his earlier hesitation and raised his finger up for a solid stab. Gin’s expression morphed from calm to intense judgment so quickly that Theo paused with his finger an inch from the man’s neck. 
 
    “You need to be ready for anything and more. This is not a game. We aren’t here to laugh and joke like your friendly matches at the gymnasium. I’m trying to turn you into something dangerous, formidable, powerful. I will beat every lesson into you a hundred times if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Theo ground his teeth together and blasted a hot breath out his nostrils. Gin’s voice sounded in his head, though the man in front of him didn't speak. It’s your mind that’s the problem. Theo realized he was holding his fist so tightly that he was squeezing all the blood out. He blew out another breath and let his fingers relax. 
 
    Gin’s face returned to a neutral expression. “Do you know why I picked you?” 
 
    “Picked?” Theo’s eyes narrowed. “You saw me. Saw me break into Mustane’s estate to save Berik.” 
 
    Gin shook his head slowly, “That was only a small part. There are plenty of young men in the city who make stupid decisions like that. There was more to my decision. I saw something inside you, an unbreakable bit of spirit buried down under those layers of insecurity, anxiety, fear and stubbornness. I’ve had a long life, trained with dangerous men, warriors, assassins, killers. They were ferocious, they were skilled, they could cut a man’s throat without hesitation or guilt. But what I see in you, Theo,” Gin pushed his palm into Theo’s chest, “that’s something none of those men would ever have, no matter how long or hard they trained.” 
 
    Theo rocked back slightly at the press of the man’s hand, his anger completely forgotten. He had no idea what Gin was saying, but his expression and tone made Theo feel like he was sharing some intimate secret. 
 
    “I push you hard because you can handle it. Because to find that that bit of spirit, I have to strip away all those layers you’ve built around it.” 
 
    Theo swallowed, still confused, but feeling oddly moved by the words. 
 
    “I’m not preparing you to be a spy or an assassin or a soldier. I’m trying to turn you into something much more. The people out there,” Gin waved a hand out in a wide sweep, “they just want to live their lives, work their trades, love their families,” there was the slightest crack in Gin’s voice as he said the last words. 
 
    Theo studied his face, not sure if he’d imagined the emotion. 
 
    “I believe you can give the people of this city a chance at that life. You, Theo. Do what I couldn’t, what your father couldn’t, what so many others couldn’t. Cut out the cancer at the heart of this city.” A heavy silence filled the temple interior. Not even Tess made a sound. The passion in the old man’s speech left Theo with no words. His heart was beating faster and he felt a swelling in his chest. He really does think I’m capable. He really does believe in me. 
 
    Theo studied Gin’s lined and tired face, seeing a deep sorrow there that was mixed with stone-cold resolve. He realized that despite how the man had pushed him, how he’d mocked, humiliated, humbled and beaten him, it hadn’t been too much. In fact, it was the first time in his life that he’d truly been driven outside of his comfort zone, the first time he had been pushed past what he thought was his limit. Looking back now at how much he’d changed since arriving in Alanthos, Theo realized those limits had been nothing more than his own fears. He was capable of so much. The man he was now becoming would be almost unrecognizable to the boy who’d first arrived in the city. Is that what he means? Something unbreakable inside me? Theo continued to watch Gin, but didn’t disturb the quiet between them. 
 
    Finally Gin spoke, “That’s enough training. Now, tell me everything that smart-ass Ren said to you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo trudged the three steps up to the door of Jayson’s apartment. He tried to remember the last time he hadn’t felt exhausted as he stepped through the door, yawning loudly and shutting it behind him. His body wanted to fall straight into bed, but his mind was still awake, running through his conversations with both Ren and Gin. 
 
    Ribbon bounded into view, rushing to Theo with his now familiar tail-hug greeting. 
 
    “You’re way too big for this, Ribbon,” Theo groaned as the cyvoth squeezed affectionately. Ribbon continued to hold him captive until Theo finally relented and began scratching the back of the animal’s ears. 
 
    “Theo?” Jayson’s head poked out from the hallway. He smiled and came walking out. “Saints, you look tired. How did it go at the tower? Did you convince them to let you in?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I…found my own way in,” Theo said. 
 
    Jayson clapped him on the shoulder, “Sounds exciting and a little illegal.” He leaned down and started scratching Ribbon under the chin. The cyvoth rumbled happily at the sudden abundance of attention. “It’s not fair. I act out the stories of heroes, villains and monsters, but you get to actually live the life. One of these days I’ll convince you to let me come along on your nighttime activities.” 
 
    “Trust me. Acting is much more preferable to the real thing,” Theo said, pulling up a chair and dropping himself into it. 
 
    “Hmm,” Jayson stroked his wide jaw. “You do seem a bit tired and stressed.” 
 
    Theo barked a laugh. Understatement for the ages. 
 
    “Don't worry, I have the perfect fix,” Jayson said. 
 
    “Sleep?” 
 
    “Well yes, that. But there’s a party tonight. Perfect way to relax and get your mind off evil noblemen and conspiracies and criminal activity.” 
 
    Theo groaned. He and Jayson had very different ideas of relaxing. A party, a hall packed full with bodies, did not sound appealing, especially in his current state. 
 
    “Come on. You haven’t been to one since the night you arrived. It will be the perfect change of pace from your…other life.” 
 
    Jayson’s words reminded Theo, “Where’s Annie?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen her since premier night. We have another rehearsal the day after tomorrow. She will have to appear by then.” 
 
    Theo felt like his heart had just become four times as heavy, pulling the rest of him further into the chair. “I need to find her. To apologize.” 
 
    Jayson put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing, “Theo, I told you not to worry. Couples fight and argue, its normal. Trust me, you’ll both be laughing about this in a few days.” 
 
    Theo was silent, looking down at his hands, rubbing the calluses along the top of one palm. 
 
    Jayson sighed, “I’ll help you find her if she hasn’t turned up by tomorrow—which she will, because of the rehearsal.” 
 
    “Fine,” Theo rubbed two hands slowly down his face. He really really needed sleep. 
 
    “It’s settled then. Tonight we party!” Jayson slapped him on the back. 
 
    Theo let out a long pitiful moan. 
 
      
 
    He pulled on his collar. It felt too tight. The whole suit felt too tight, restricting his arms and legs. He was already wishing for the smooth, silky feeling of his Black Saint outfit. How do nobles walk around all day in these things? Theo looked around at the other men in the room. They had the same Borlean style suits as him, but seemed completely unbothered, talking loudly to each other, flirting with women, or downing drinks in sloppy gulps. Theo scowled at the press of people. It made him feel like he couldn’t quite draw a full breath, a feeling he had become a little too familiar with since moving to the city. He’d taken a several-hour nap but could tell he still wasn't fully himself. 
 
    “Try this. The perfect stress reliever,” Jayson said, handing Theo a glass cup with a gold design twisting along the outside. 
 
    Theo sniffed the light brown liquid and recoiled slightly. 
 
    “Its strong.” Jayson said it like it was a positive. 
 
    Theo swirled the contents skeptically then took a drink. His eyes immediately began to water and he forced himself not to start coughing up the burning liquid. 
 
    “What is it?” he croaked. 
 
    “Whiskey, I think it’s called. A gift from a fan.” Jayson took a drink from his own cup and Theo noted his friend’s flushed face. “To a relaxing night,” Jayson said, raising his glass and clinking it against Theo’s. 
 
    Yes. Relaxing… 
 
    A pair of men who had to be twins, or at least brothers, appeared, each putting an arm around Jayson and drunkenly shouting his name in unison. Jayson grinned and allowed himself to be pulled away into the crowd, laughing along with the two. 
 
    Theo took smaller sip of his drink, then turned to observe the large hall. There were many young and very attractive women, all seeming to be in a secret contest to outdo each other with the bright colors of their dresses. A dozen different perfume smells mixed together like the scent of some exotic flower garden. 
 
    But none of them are Annie. Theo had held out hope that she would be here, despite Jayson saying he didn’t expect her. He spotted a Thanian man standing on a table, drunkenly reciting poetry to a group of five women whose reactions ranged from laughter to looks of mild annoyance. Theo sighed and took another drink, bigger this time. He let himself imagine that Annie would come striding in—like the king’s daughter from one of the stories—looking so beautiful that everyone, both men and women, would stop and stare. He sighed and shook his head at his own boyish romanticism. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a soft voice said. 
 
    Theo’s heart took flight, soaring up toward the giant chandelier hanging over the hall. He turned and looked at the pretty, smiling face of a woman who was not Annie. His heart crashed back down painfully into his chest. “Yes?” he said, when he realized he’d just been looking at her with a faceful of disappointment. 
 
    “Would you care to dance?” she asked, smile faltering slightly. Her eyes were a relaxing gray-blue—not quite as bright as Annie's—and she had a few freckles around her eyes that hinted at some Borlean blood. 
 
    “I…no. I’m sorry.” He’d almost said yes when he saw the hope in her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you,” the woman muttered, hurrying away, staring down at her drink. 
 
    Am I being stubborn? Am I trying not to enjoy myself? Theo took another drink, then swayed back a step, blinking as the room tilted slightly. Woah. Theo’s gaze swept the room again but there was still no Annie. He swallowed the last of his drink, resolving to at least make an attempt at having fun. He set the empty glass down on a table and walked towards the dance floor, moving in a mostly straight line. He pushed his way through the crowd at the edge of the circle, then paused when he spotted long silver-blonde hair, braided in an oddly appealing pattern. Theo’s eyes widened as he realized it was Shaya. She was clapping along, watching the couples swirl and twist. Theo felt an urge come over him and before he knew it, he’d grabbed Shaya by the hand and pulled her onto the dance floor. 
 
    “Theo?” her eyes were wide as he grabbed her by the arm and waist, spinning both of them around. “What are you doing?” she said, leaning close to be heard over the other party noises. Theo was aware of her breath on his cheek, hot, with a hint of alcohol. 
 
    “Dancing?” he offered. He pulled her closer and turned faster. 
 
    “But why are you dancing with me?” Shaya whispered in his ear. 
 
    “What? You don’t like me?” He was really feeling the whiskey now. 
 
    Shaya’s pale cheeks turned bright red but she didn’t protest or try to pull away. They twisted together, the room blurring from both the dance and the alcohol. Theo noticed his own wide grin. He was finally starting to enjoy himself. 
 
    A hand gripped his arm hard enough to hurt and yanked, ripping him away from Shaya. Theo swayed as he was swung around. 
 
    Standing in front of him, with her nails digging through the sleeve of his suit and looking very angry, was Annie. 
 
    “Annie,” Theo tried to speak clearly but his tongue felt awkward and thick, “I was waiting for you,” he gave what he was sure was a charming smile. 
 
    “Oh? Is that what you call waiting?” Annie’s eyes flashed with something dangerous. 
 
    “I—” Theo’s head snapped to the side from her slap. Luckily, he was drunk enough that all he felt was a mild stinging. Annie's chest was rising and falling, her nostrils flaring with each exhalation. 
 
    Is this about the night at the theatre or me dancing with Shaya? Theo took a deep breath, trying to focus his dizzy mind, giving up after a short struggle and letting words come tumbling out, “Annie, I’m sorry about the premier, I wanted to apologize but I couldn’t find you and Jayson convinced me to come to the party and—” 
 
    Annie grabbed the back of his neck and pulled herself to him, cutting his words off with an animal-like kiss, her lips pressing hard against his. Theo was very confused now but not exactly unhappy. After a very long moment—where he was vaguely aware of many pairs of eyes on them—she pulled away, her sky-blue eyes boring into him, desire now mixed with her anger. For a moment there was a flash of another expression. Sadness? Regret? It was gone too fast for him to be certain. 
 
    “If you want to apologize, then dance with me,” Annie said, grabbing his arm and putting it around her waist. Theo realized then that she was wearing a blue dress, the same color as her eyes, with a design that looked like flowers running down the skirt. She was clearly dressed for a party. 
 
    Did she know I was going to be here? Did Jayson lie to make it a surprise? Whatever the reason, he wasn’t going to complain. Theo took Annie's hand and they began to move. 
 
    “Theo?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again, ok?” her voice was quiet but carried an edge. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what that was but now seemed like a bad time to ask. Instead, he danced. He danced and he held Annie close, feeling the smallness of her fingers entwining with his, watching the curls of her hair prance around the neckline of her dress. The thing inside him, the wound of regret and shame for how he’d acted, began to heal. Everything was right again. Everything was going to be okay. They spun together and the faces of the onlookers blurred into a mess of reds, greens, and yellows, the alcohol adding to the effect. 
 
    Then, for an instant, one face stood out. A girl’s face, too young, smudged with dirt instead of makeup. Theo’s eyes narrowed and he turned his head to get a better look as they came around again. He saw her perfectly now and stopped dancing. 
 
    “Tess?” She looked at him with pleading eyes that he noticed were stained red from tears. He let go of Annie, barely hearing her protests as he moved to the girl. She was barefoot and her chest was heaving like she’d been running. He wondered how she’d got past the doorman. “Tess, what are you doing here?” Theo bent down next to her, putting a hand on her arm. 
 
    She looked around fearfully at the crowd then leaned close and whispered to him, “There’s men, lots of men. Attacked us. Gin sent me. He needs ya help.” 
 
    Theo’s throat constricted and he felt the alcoholic haze evaporate in an instant, “Men attacking? At the ruins?” 
 
    Tess nodded quickly. 
 
    “Theo? What’s going on? Who is that girl?” Annie said from behind him. 
 
    Theo stood and turned to her. If Mustane had found out where Gin was hiding then he had no time to explain. “Sorry Annie, it’s an emergency. I have to go.” 
 
    He saw anger on her face again, “You’re walking out on me right when I get here?” Annie said, her tone short. 
 
    Just my luck. “I’ll explain everything when I get back, I promise,” Theo gave her an apologetic smile, then turned and grabbed Tess’s hand, pushing through the crowd towards the door. He resolved that he really would tell her everything. Gin, Mustane, his secret night life. No more hiding things from her. 
 
      
 
    As he bounded up the steps of the temple ruins, Theo knew something was wrong. He could feel a single body, but it was too faint. He ran inside and immediately spotted Gin’s body lying face up in the center space, surrounded by a six or seven others, none of which he could sense. 
 
    No. He and Tess ran to the old man. Thoe knelt beside him. 
 
    “Gin.” Theo leaned over the man, examining his wounds. He had cuts and stab wounds all over, blood soaking through his clothes and pooling on the stone floor. “Tess, get the healing supplies.” 
 
    Tess ran off to the back of the temple, her bare feet making soft slaps on the stone. 
 
    “Still…slow as ever. Could have used your help…a few minutes ago,” Gin’s voice was ragged and weak. 
 
    Theo pulled off his suit jacket and began ripping it into strips, looking for the worst wounds to wrap. “You’re not going to die on me, old man.” He kept his voice calm, hiding the fear he felt building inside. 
 
    “Don’t tell me—” Gin coughed, “—what I can or can’t do.” He gave a crooked grin and a drop of blood spilled out and ran down the side of his cheek. 
 
    “This isn’t time for your jokes,” Theo’s voice cracked as he spoke. The old man was looking very bad. No. No no no. Everything had been right just minutes before. He had just gotten Annie back, finally had a chance to apologize and make things right. And now… 
 
    “Theo. I need…you to listen to me...for once,” Gin gripped his wrist, vice-like, his face turned serious and his eyes locked onto Theo's own. “I’ve been hard on you…and I’m not sorry. You needed it. But I’m telling you the truth, now. You’re ready, as ready as I can make you anyway. You can stop him.” 
 
    Theo shook his head, “I’m not ready. I’m just one man. I can’t stop Mustane without you.” 
 
    “No. Men can’t stop Mustane. He breaks men…even the strongest and most willful. Men like your father. Men like me. You need to set aside Theo the man. Don’t hide behind the disguise…embrace it. The people of the city think you are something ethereal…a faceless shadow…a legend. Show them they are right…become that legend.” 
 
    The fear was threatening to overwhelm Theo. Gin was not sounding like himself at all. 
 
     “I’ve written down everything I can. Read my notes…all of them. Ren can help,” Gin pulled Theo closer, “and take care of my granddaughter.” 
 
    “Granddaughter? Tess?” Theos brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “I never did tell you my full name…” 
 
    “Name?” Theo wondered if Gin’s wounds were making him delusional. He wasn’t making sense. 
 
    “Yes. Gin. Gin Ru Castell.” 
 
    Theo froze, locking eyes with the old man. They were lucid and focused. Gin wasn’t raving or confused. 
 
    “Castell? As in Lord Castell?” 
 
    “Are you deaf?” Gin paused, his face twisting in pain for an instant, “Now promise you’ll look out for Shaya. That girl is as sharp as a dagger tip…but sometimes she forgets to lift her head out of her books long enough to see what’s right in front of her.” 
 
    Theo sat motionless, trying to process what Gin was telling him. 
 
    A wave of spasms from the old man brought him back to the present, “I’m not going to leave you here on the floor. Come on, Tess is getting the healing supplies,” Theo tried to lift Gin off floor but felt the man’s hand still locked around his wrist. 
 
    “Stop!” Gin ordered, then fell into coughing fit. “Just…sit with me. Let’s both enjoy the silence…enjoy the rest. Just for a moment.” 
 
    A lump caught in Theo’s throat and he felt pain in his chest as if the sadness were a physical force slowly crushing him. He took several slow calming breaths, then nodded. Just when Theo believed he had control of his emotions, the thought crystallized. I care for him. Despite their constant butting of heads, Theo had looked up to Gin, had wanted to prove himself. He realized that Gin had been like a father to him, in ways his own hadn’t. The tears broke, blurring his vision, dripping off his cheeks and mixing with the blood of his dying mentor. For once in his life, Theo didn’t hide them, didn’t wipe them away. He let them come. 
 
    Gin relaxed, his hand dropping from Theo’s wrist. His eyes closed and the expression of pain on his face softened until he appeared to simply be sleeping. Theo closed his eyes as well, feeling hot tears stick to his lashes. He focusing his sense on Gin, feeling the old man’s body grow fainter and fainter, fading until he could feel nothing at all. Even then he stayed, the empty feeling of Gin’s body matching his own. 
 
    Theo didn't know how long he’d been sitting on the temple floor when he felt Tess’s hand on his shoulder. He slowly opened his eyes and looked up at her. 
 
    She looked so very scared and so very young. 
 
    She was silent, just watching him and waiting, waiting for him to tell her what to do. 
 
    Seeing this girl, barely a teenager—with her dirty face, messy hair and oversized shirt and pants borrowed from Gin—Theo felt a sense of amazement. She had suffered so much pain and loss in such a small amount of time, yet she was standing here, ready to help. With a sudden rush of strength and empathy, Theo stood, pulling Tess to him, hugging her tightly. She stiffened at first but slowly relaxed, wrapping her skinny arms around his waist. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Tess asked, her face muffled against his side. 
 
    Theo put a hand on her head, stroking her messy hair, “We are going to finish what he started. We are going to stop the man who killed Gin, who killed your parents. I promise you that, Tess. I promise that on my life.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She can’t stay here,” Jayson said. 
 
    With nowhere else to take Tess, Theo had brought her back to the apartment, letting her spend the rest of the night curled up with Ribbon and a pile of blankets. 
 
    “Well I‘m not leaving her on the street. She’s lost both her parents. I’m the only person she has left,” Theo said. 
 
    “Theo, we are two men in our early twenties. Having a girl who is barely a teenager stay with us will look strange, to put it very mildly.” 
 
    Jayson was right, Theo realized. Even in the best-case scenario, Tess staying with them would attract unwanted notice. He rubbed his head. He was hungover, sleep deprived, and still trying to process what had happed. Gin is dead. The thought kept surfacing in his tired mind and he still couldn’t quite accept it, even though he’d been right there with the old man as it had happened. “Well…maybe Annie would let her stay at the Silvermoor estate?” 
 
    Jayson pursed his lips in a frown, “That wouldn’t be my first choice. Annie has never been very interested in kids. Besides, she doesn’t spend much time at the estate. Tess would end up working as a servant, if she was lucky.” 
 
    Theo did not like that idea, even if she would be working for Annie’s father. 
 
    “Perhaps Lord Castell would take her in,” Jayson suggested, “I’m sure he’d be happy for Shaya to have someone else around besides the servants, and Shaya loves children.” 
 
    Shaya. Theo was reminded of Gin’s revelation. Does she know who her grandfather was? What he did? There were implications there that he would have to deal with, but it would be at a time when his thoughts were more organized. 
 
    Regardless, Theo liked Jayson’s idea. Leaving Tess with Gin’s granddaughter just seemed…fitting. 
 
    Ribbon bounded down the hallway half carrying, half dragging Tess. The girl squealed happily, her arms holding onto the cyvoth’s muscled neck. Animal and girl slid to a stop in front of Theo, each giving their own version of a mischievous grin. Theo felt a warmth in his chest at seeing her getting to play like a normal girl. It was still astonishing how resilient Tess had been throughout the constant tragedy that was her young life. 
 
    Jayson gave deep laugh, “He’s warming up to you fast.” 
 
    “He finally found someone who’ll give him all the scratches he can ever want,” Theo said, feeling the plague of smiles spreading to him. 
 
    Ribbon licked Tess's face and the girl flinched away, giggling and trying to save herself from more cyvoth slobber. Ribbon gave up and rolled over, exposing his belly, his tail making huge sweeps back and forth across the floor. Tess obliged, scratching him under the chin, her arms completely disappearing in the dark blue of his growing mane. Theo rubbed his scar, the only part of his chin that wasn’t covered by what had become a thin red beard. Seeing how well Tess and Ribbon were getting along was giving him an idea. 
 
    “Well, I was planning a trip to the Castell estate today. Let’s bring Tess along.” 
 
    Tess looked up from her scratching, “We are going out?” Her stomach made rumbling sounds. Ribbon mimicked her with his own purring growl. “Can we stop for rice wraps?” Tess said, rubbing Ribbon with one hand and her own stomach with the other. 
 
    “I think you might eat more than me and Theo combined. Another reason to find you a new home. You’d probably starve to death staying with us.” 
 
    Tess blushed and looked down. 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed, you’re a growing girl. I remember when I was a teenager, I would break into the kitchen just to get an extra serving,” Jayson said, “well, that and to see the cook’s cute assistant.” He gave a sly grin at the memory. 
 
    Tess looked at Jayson, returning a hesitant smile. 
 
    “Let’s stop standing around, talking. The wraps are going to be cold by the time we get to the market,” Jayson said, as if they had all just agreed on what to do. 
 
    Tess jumped to her feet, grinning broadly now. Her sudden movement startled Ribbon who sprang up as well. 
 
    “Ribbon,” Theo called. The cyvoth trotted over to him. Theo knelt in front of him, running his hands through the fine, thick fur. He pulled Ribbon’s head close to his and whispered a series of commands into the animal’s giant pointed ear. 
 
      
 
    The Castell estate wasn’t located on the northeast side of Alanthos, with the richest of the noble estates. Instead, it was seated right against the city wall on the western side. 
 
    It was only a short walk from the estate, out the northwest gate and Stillwood. 
 
    Probably why Shaya goes there so often. The estate itself was small and less extravagant than the other noble properties, but to Theo it was still impressive. The manor was a white, roughly rectangular, three-story building with the main entrance perfectly centered, framed by tall stone pillars. It reminded Theo a little of the temple ruins. In fact, the architecture as a whole seemed based on a much older style—constructed to invoke beauty and inspire awe first, with function as a secondary consideration. The three of them climbed the stairs, stopping at a pair of doors inlaid with strange twisting reptiles of gold whose heads extended out to look at potential visitors. 
 
    In each of the creature’s mouths was a circular knocker. Jayson grabbed one, giving it a solid thump. There was silence for a moment, then the mechanical sound of unlocking. One of the double doors swung slowly inward on perfectly oiled hinges and Shaya’s face appeared. Theo’s eyebrow went up. He hadn’t expected the lord’s own daughter to be the one answering the door. 
 
    “Just the woman we were looking for,” Jayson said. 
 
    “Jayson?” Shaya said, her face becoming a mixture of delight and confusion as she saw Tess and Theo. “Theo. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “To see you,” Theo replied, returning her smile. 
 
    Shaya’s face flushed and she glanced down. After an awkward moment of quiet, she cleared her throat, “Of course, excuse my manners. Come in.” She pushed the door all the way open and the three of them stepped inside. 
 
    It was a large open space with a circular tea table and a pair of chairs, each one covered with a comfortable looking cushion. On the sides of the foyer were doors leading off into other parts of the manor, but what caught Theo’s attention was the imposing staircase, curving down from the second floor. It’s railing design seemed to be the same style of architecture as the rest of the manor. Theo could feel a few bodies moving about on the periphery of his sense. 
 
    “Welcome to manor Castell. It’s nothing extravagant, but it has its own kind of charm,” Shaya made a sweeping gesture around the foyer. “It was built by my great grandfather. He had quite a love of the Golden Age architecture as you can probably tell.” 
 
    The Anamanth manor where Theo had grown up was essentially two large farmhouses stuck together. To Theo, that was “nothing extravagant”. Comparing the Castell manor to that was laughable. True, it was small compared to the city’s other manors, but the building had a majesty of its own. It felt to him like it contained history—the soul of a place and people time had forgotten. 
 
    “Its…different,” Theo said, then added, “I like it,” realizing it might not be taken as a compliment. 
 
    “Thank you,” Shaya said, her jade eyes brightening as she pushed away a lock of silver that had fallen across her nose. 
 
    Suddenly remembering why they had come, Theo put a hand to his mouth and cleared his throat. “We—I have a favor to ask of you. Well, your father, actually.” 
 
    “Favor?” Shaya looked suddenly anxious. Then she glanced at Tess and her eyes narrowed in understanding. “The girl?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jayson cut in. “She’s Theo’s…ward. Her parents were killed in an accident, leaving her an orphan. Very tragic.” 
 
    Theo gave a sidelong glance at his friend. Even after all the years he’d know Jayson, it was still impressive to see how quickly he could concoct a story. 
 
    “Oh. You poor thing,” Shaya moved to put a protective arm around Tess, stroking her messy hair out of her face. “You look like you haven’t had a bath in a week.” 
 
    Tess’s stomach growled loudly. The girl blushed and locked her eyes on her feet. “You haven’t even fed her?” Shaya shot a glare at Theo and Jayson. They looked at each other and shrugged. Apparently the rice wraps hadn’t been enough. 
 
    “Jayson. I wasn’t expecting you so early, and with friends, I see,” a booming voice said from above. 
 
    Theo looked up to the top of the stairs where the lord of the Castell estate stood. He was short, like most Thanians, and had a belly, though Theo could tell that there was thick muscle hidden beneath. He was also…familiar. 
 
    Theo struggled for a moment to remember, then it clicked into place. He’d seen this man months before, on the rooftop, the night he’d been attacked and poisoned by Tosh. Lord Castell was the informant working with Gin. It made sense now that he thought about it. He was Gin’s son, or son-in-law, after all, Theo just never expected a noble to be the type to be sneaking around the city in the dark. 
 
     Lord Castell lumbered down the stairs with a jolliness that was more friendly shopkeeper than high-and-mighty nobleman. Though he was nowhere near as good looking, he seemed to have the same innate confidence as Jayson. Lord Castell reached the floor and strode towards them, his belly swaying slightly back and forth. 
 
    Theo suddenly wondered just how much the man actually knew about Gin’s schemes. 
 
    “This must be Theo Anamanth. I’ve heard quite a bit about you, young man.” 
 
    “You…have?” Theo’s mind started racing for a covert way to tell the man to stay quiet. 
 
    “Yes. My daughter seems to admire you.” 
 
    Oh. Theo relaxed, letting out a breath. Then he frowned, glancing at Shaya. “She does?” 
 
    “Ha! Yes. Speaks about you quite a lot.” 
 
    Theo arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Father, Jayson and Theo have a request for you,” Shaya quickly interrupted, avoiding eye contact with Theo. 
 
    “Oh? Well then, what can this fat old man do for you boys?” 
 
    The corners of Theo’s mouth twisted upward. There was something about the nobleman’s easy manner that was instantly likable. 
 
    “Well…sir,” Theo said, not sure exactly how he preferred to be addressed. Lord Castell just smiled, patiently waiting, “my…ward is looking for a place to stay. My current living arrangement is not the best for a teenaged girl. Jayson suggested your manor as a better alternative. She would be happy to help with any chores and it would also give Shaya someone to spend time with,” Theo stopped, unable to think of any other reasons Lord Castell should accept his offer. His heart sank a moment later as he saw the man’s dark scowl. 
 
    “You think I would just take a stranger into my home? Just because you’re a friend of Jayson? Just because you ask me nicely?” 
 
    “I…well, I thought maybe…” Theo floundered and looked to Jayson. His friend had a suspiciously gleeful look on his face. Theo turned back to Lord Castell, trying to think what he could possibly say to salvage the situation. 
 
    The scowl on the lord’s face broke, “Ha! I’m only joking. Yes, I think that sounds like an excellent idea.” 
 
    Theo glared at Jayson. His friend gave him a satisfied smirk. 
 
    “But,” Lord Castell continued, “there’s one more person we need to ask first.” 
 
    “There is?” Theo said, reaching out, instinctively feeling for another body. 
 
    “Indeed,” Lord Castell said, then he turned and knelt so he was face to face with Tess. “My pretty, dirty little friend, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Tess,” Tess mumbled, glancing at the nobleman before looking away. 
 
    Well, Tess. How would you like to live here at my manor with me and my daughter?” 
 
    The room fell silent for a moment and Tess fidgeted, seeming nervous from all the eyes on her. “Ya. Think I’d like that,” she said, looking down at her hands. 
 
    “Ha! Excellent. Shaya, please get this girl a bath and something tasty to eat,” Lord Castel said, pushing himself to his feet with a loud grunt. 
 
    Shaya nodded and motioned towards one of the doorways, “Lets get you all nice and clean.” She took Tess by the hand, leading her out of the foyer. Just before she disappeared, Shaya gave Theo an apologetic look that seemed to say, “Sorry, he thinks he’s very funny,” and was gone. 
 
    Lord Castell turned to Theo and Jayson, eyeing them both up and down for a moment. “Well then, is that everything I can do for you two?” 
 
    Theo cleared his throat, rubbing a finger along his scar, “There’s actually one more thing.” He turned and whistled through the open front door to the empty courtyard. 
 
    A large bush shook and came to life. A moment later Ribbon appeared, bounding up the front steps to the manor. He had followed Theo’s instructions perfectly, following them through the city streets whilst remaining completely unseen. The cyvoth stopped next to Theo, circling him several times, tail wrapping around his waist. “He also needs a better place to stay, and Tess seems to get along well with him.” 
 
    Lord Castell watched the large animal with reserved curiosity. “Do you have to feed him…people?” 
 
    “What? No, Ribbon eats—” Theo stopped, seeing the mischievous gleam in Lord Castell’s eyes. “Ah…a joke.” 
 
    Lord Castell let out a booming laugh, stepped over and gave Theo an impressively hard slap on the back. 
 
      
 
    Theo frowned down at the stone wall behind the temple altar, then back at the collection of scribbles that were Gin’s notes. 
 
    “He clearly mentions another room inside the temple, behind the altar,” Theo muttered, mostly to himself. 
 
    “Are you sure? These notes seem like ramblings, a stream of consciousness. It could mean anything,” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo rolled his eyes and read through the notes again, slower this time. There were several lines about a failed student and multiple uses of the phrase “the monastery”. Then came the part that he was interested in. The notes talked explicitly about a hidden room. Lower chamber is…some words he couldn’t make out…mechanism behind the altar. 
 
    Theo scratched his head. You couldn’t just write more neatly, could you Gin. He felt a pang in his chest at the thought of the old man’s grinning face. 
 
    “Maybe we could take a break. Find a stand and get some food. I’ve been craving that iced cream for some strange reason,” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo ignored him, kneeling to look again at the back wall. After getting Tess moved to the Castell estate, he had decided to come back to the floating ruins with Gin’s notes in hand. Of course, Jayson had persuaded Theo to let him come along. It hadn’t actually taken much persuasion. Theo was still trying to come to terms with the old man being gone, and having Jayson around was a good distraction from dealing with certain strong emotions. 
 
    “Or we can stare at the wall for another hour. Might as well start banging our heads on it while we are here,” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo sighed. Jayson had been very excited when they’d arrived, but after looking around and not immediately finding anything, was quickly getting bored. Stubborn persistence was one of the very few areas where Theo had a leg up on his friend. 
 
    Theo ran his hand along the tiny cracks between the perfectly cut stone blocks. 
 
    Perfectly cut, except this one. He felt the gap between two stones close to the bottom of the wall; he’d missed it the first time, thinking it was just how the shadows fell. Erosion? A mistake? It seemed unlikely considering how perfectly everything else had been built. His mind went back to the hidden door in the alley. Theo slid a hand inside the gap and smiled. It was hollow, just like the alley door’s mechanism. 
 
    “Ha!” he said, triumphantly. 
 
    “You find something?” Jayson’s tone was excited again. The man had the personality of a pet dog. 
 
    Theo didn’t answer, instead feeling around, his fingers curling over a metal lever. He pulled and felt it shift and click into a new position. 
 
    The temple was suddenly filled with the echoing sound of heavy grinding. It was hard to tell, but it seemed to be coming from several different places at once. 
 
    “That’s supposed to happen, right?” Jayson said, looking around for the source of the noises. 
 
    “I don’t—” Theo’s eyes widened and he yanked his hand out of the gap, diving out of the way just as the huge metal bowl at the center of the alter slid towards him. He made it out of the way an instant before being pinned to the back wall. Theo stood up, letting a breath out. That’s a bad place to hide your secret lever. He frowned, thinking about it. Maybe that actually makes it a good place? 
 
    “Saints…” Jayson’s voice was low and reverent. 
 
    “What?” Theo moved over to where his friend was standing and then let out a low murmur. When the altar bowl slid backwards it had uncovered an opening. In its place was now a set of descending steps, leading down under the temple. 
 
    “So it wasn’t ramblings after all,” Jayson said, still staring. 
 
    “No…no it wasn’t,” Theo started down the steps then paused. “This might not be safe.” 
 
    “Might not,” Jayson agreed. He stepped past Theo, climbing down into the dark below, “But there’s only one way to know for sure.” 
 
    “If you fall into a spike pit and die, I won’t feel sorry for you,” Theo said, descending after Jayson. 
 
    “Fair enough, but you’ll still have to credit me for being the first one down here.” 
 
    Theo shook his head and followed. Apparently Jayson was capable of being just as reckless as himself. 
 
    Theo reached the bottom of the stairs, stopping in the pitch black next to where he felt Jayson. The grinding and rumbling was still happening, sounding louder now. As they stood in the dark, a light appeared, far away, off to their left. Another appeared a little further down, then another and another. They were torches, Theo saw. Somehow a mechanism had been constructed to ignite them when the passageway was opened. It still works. And after how many years? He couldn’t even begin to imagine the complex engineering and labor that it must have required. The torches continued to light along both walls, leading further and further away, slowly outlining the true size of the space. Theo caught his breath as the cavernous chamber revealed itself. It was much larger than the upper section of the temple, maybe twice the total size. Motion caught his eye and Theo focused on the sides of the room. “Saints,” he whispered as he realized it was the movement of water. Running next to the walls on either side of the huge room were smoothly flowing canals. Somehow, part the river had been directed down into those twin channels. 
 
    “It’s watertight,” Theo said, still trying to wrap his mind around the complexity of the construction. Far off on the opposite wall, Theo could just make out what looked like a collection of equipment: chests, racks of weapons, shields and sets of armor displayed on mannequins. This has all been here. Just under my feet… He looked at Jayson. 
 
    His friend had both eyebrows lifted and was shaking his head slowly in wonderment, “I think the iced cream can wait just a little longer.” 
 
    They moved down a wider set of steps, then across to the far side of the expansive rectangular space. Theo watched one of the channels as he walked. The water moved at a relaxed speed, like a brook or stream. Something was holding back most of the pressure of the Alanthos river, only letting a small amount flow at once. Amazing. 
 
    “Who in the saints needs so much room?” Jayson said, staring up at the ceiling far above them. His deep voiced echoed back as if to drive home how small they were by comparison. 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if maybe it was the saints who built it,” Theo said, remembering his conversation with Ren Raphos. He moved past his distracted friend up another short set of steps, to where all the equipment was laid out. “Saints,” he muttered. His mouth hung slightly open as he studied the collection of martial gear. 
 
    To his left was a series of mannequins that reached all the way to the wall, each holding an armor set, some of them made of perfectly polished metal, others of hardened leather and at least one made of some strange material that Theo couldn’t identify. Beside the mannequins were racks filled with weapons, both familiar and exotic: straightswords, sabers, cleavers, daggers and other small knives. There were bows, crossbows, and sets of arrows fitted with the colorful blues, greens and reds of longbeak feathers. Beyond that were stacks upon stacks of solid-looking chests, likely filled with even more weapons and equipment. To call it a collection was a serious understatement. 
 
    “You could outfit an entire army with this,” Jayson said, stepping forward and running his hand along the handle of a tall straightsword with a very wide hand guard, making it look like an upside-down T. It seemed too large and cumbersome to be used effectively unless the wielder was unnaturally tall. Broc was the only man Theo could think of that would be the right size but the strange sword seemed a little too elegant of a weapon for the muscled giant. 
 
    Theo’s eyes moved down the racks until they caught on a pair of curved daggers held in an X by a hornjaw hide sheath. The hilts were a smooth silver color, appearing almost like liquid in the torchlight. Theo grabbed the sheath from the rack and pulled one dagger free, seeing that its blade was a dark color—a blacker black than midnight. It seemed to be some kind of metal, but somehow didn't reflect the flickering torchlight. In fact, it seemed to do the opposite, pulling light into its smooth curving surface. 
 
    “Ghost metal,” Jayson murmured. 
 
    “What?” Theo turned to see his friend staring over his shoulder with a disbelieving look. 
 
    “Ghost metal,” Jayson repeated, “it’s from a story; one of the hero's tales. I was reading it while preparing for the latest performance. The story was one about Soel Anamanth if I’m remembering right. In it, he journeys underground to the very center of the world and brings back a special type of ore. He gives it to his friend, Lorthon, who forges a weapon from it. A large saber, blacker than darkness itself. In the story, the material was called ghost metal. I thought it was just a lot of embellishment for the sake of drama but…those daggers look exactly like I pictured from the description in the book.” 
 
    “Ghost metal,” Theo repeated, reaching his thumb out, feeling the blade. The metal was too dark for him to make out details but when he pulled his thumb back there was a drop of blood from a razor-thin cut. Impressive. Still sharp. The cut had been so fine that he hadn’t felt even the slightest bit of pain. Theo sheathed the dagger then began walking slowly along the line, admiring each weapon as he passed. 
 
    A gasp from Jayson interrupted him and he turned back. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Jayson said, holding a sheathed sword. “Resnyian saber. Look at the design here along the sheath. The craftsmanship is incredible.” 
 
    Theo looked at the saber. He didn’t know much about Resnyian weapons, so he took Jayson's word for it. The tall actor was marveling at it with the awestruck look of a small child. It was a funny expression on his big, square-jawed face. 
 
    “Keep it,” Theo said. 
 
    Jayson gave him a giant toothy smile. He pulled the sheath off the saber in one practiced motion and held the weapon up above his head, admiring the cool silver gleam of the blade. “Beautiful,” he said again, soft and tender now, like he was speaking to a lover, “and the balance…” He swung the curved blade through a series of flourishes. “Perfection.” 
 
    Theo couldn’t help but smile along. How Jayson could be so excited by something as simple as a sword was a wonder all its own. 
 
    The dark thoughts in the corners of Theo’s mind chose that moment to close in, snuffing out his bit of pleasure. He had things to do besides admiring the newly discovered treasures. 
 
    He decided just to blurt out his thoughts, since it was only him and Jayson. “I’m going to tell Annie. I’m going to tell her everything.” 
 
    “Annie?” Jayson said, finally looking away from his new toy. He gave Theo a skeptical eyebrow raise but didn’t seem thrown off by the abrupt change in conversation. “She is very possessive of you. You’ll probably just put her in a constant state of worry. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve already lied to her more than I ever wanted to. I don’t want anything between us.” 
 
    Jayson thought for a moment, eyes back on his saber. He nodded, “If you think that’s what you need to do, then do it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Theo said. He hadn’t been waiting for Jayson’s approval, but it still felt good to know his friend supported the decision. “Jayson…” 
 
    Jayson gave him a sideways glance. 
 
     Theo mulled over the words, feeling awkward, “I…I don’t think I’ve ever really said it, but you’ve been a good—a great friend. Through all of this,” Theo gestured vaguely around himself and the room. “Better than I deserve in most cases.” 
 
    One corner of Jayson’s mouth twitched upward, “Theo Anamanth, is your hardened man-heart starting to develop emotions?” 
 
    “Shut up, you ass,” Theo threw a punch at Jayson’s shoulder but the bigger man danced away, grinning like a monkey who’d just robbed a fruit stand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Theo woke easily and for the first time in a long time didn’t have to force himself out of bed. He’d slept long and deep, not waking even once during the night. Despite the daunting task in front of him, he felt ready. He wasn’t sure what had changed but he felt a certain optimism for once. His path ahead was clear. His opponent was clear. There was no more uncertainty. No more waiting around on Gin’s plan to unfold. It’s all on me now. Theo felt a muted ache somewhere inside at the reminder of his mentor. It was an untreated wound. And it would have to remain untreated for the time being. 
 
    Stop Mustane, then I will have time to grieve. He dressed quickly and stepped into the main room. He was halfway through filling a bowl with milk when he remembered Ribbon wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    Theo stood there for a moment, frowning. I’m going to miss having him around. It was better for everyone, though. Both he and Jayson were out of the apartment so much that Ribbon would get almost no attention. At the Castell estate he would have company as well as plenty of room to explore, play and stretch his muscles. 
 
    Theo pulled out a chair, the bamboo creaking as he set his weight on it. He leaned back, facing the window, and watched as the sun slowly climbed over the uneven line of Alanthos rooftops. For a few quiet minutes, he let everything he needed to accomplish fade from his mind, allowing a rare and unfamiliar feeling of tranquility to envelop him. He savored this like it was freshly cooked honey-bread, covered in a layer of butter. For just a few minutes there was nothing to do but sit and breathe the morning air. Nothing more important than to watch the clouds drift slowly along, as carefree as anything could be. He stayed like that for what could have been an hour before noticing the note in the doorway. 
 
    Theo moved to the door and picked it up, opening it to see a woman’s precise curling handwriting:
  
 
    Theo. You must have been out with Jayson yesterday. I came by the apartment but no one answered. I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry. I’ve been acting like a bitch for no good reason. I should have said something to you before the premier, a warning about the kiss. I should have known that it might upset you. I’m also sorry for my overreaction at seeing you dancing with Shaya. I was jealous. I guess that makes me a hypocrite as well. I hope you are able to help that street girl who came to the party. Anyway, I wanted to make things up to you with some good news. My father has finally told me he wants to meet you! That might not seem like such a big deal but trust me, for him it is. Please Theo, come to the Silvermoor estate today, as soon as you read this. 
 
      
 
    Love, Annie.
  
 
    Theo’s heart jumped out the window and soared over the rooftops, gliding along beside the longbeaks. He hadn’t even been upset about how she’d acted at the dance, in fact he had felt bad himself for not coming back to the party after his unexplained exit. Still, it was nice to know that she cared that much. And she wants me to meet her father. All he’d heard about Lord Silvermoor was that he disapproved of Theo and Annie’s relationship, along with many other things she did. Officially asking to meet him was a big step forward. Theo’s grin was so wide that his cheeks were starting to ache. 
 
    “Looks like I have a date at the Silvermoor manor,” he announced to the empty apartment. 
 
      
 
    Theo didn’t have to prepare his mind for the bustling crowd of the plaza. Instead of the feeling of bodies slowly suffocating him, it felt more like a firm hug from an old friend. He didn’t even mind the restrictive fit of his suit. If it helped him make a good impression on Annie's father, he was more than happy to endure a little discomfort. 
 
    Theo looked around at the sea of faces, giving smiles to anyone who happened to meet his eye. He was feeling so happy and energetic that he almost wanted to shout out where he was going. 
 
    Let’s not do that, Theo. He restricted himself to greeting those he passed with a warm “Good morning”. 
 
    As he moved east to the edge of the plaza, Theo passed the same merchant stand he had seen several days before. There were even more Black Saint dolls on display and the price had increased, now four bronze for a doll instead of two. Business must be good. He gave a friendly wave to the heavyset Chaskian merchant behind the stand. 
 
    Theo was another few paces down the street when he spotted a second stand selling Black Saint masks. The white was too bright and the plaster looked cheap and brittle, with the eye holes slightly off center. Still, Theo respected the enterprising spirit of the merchant. 
 
    The Black Saint was growing into more than a legend, Theo realized. It was becoming an icon. 
 
    He wondered what Annie would think when she found out it was him. He imagined her reaction—shock and perhaps disbelief at first, then slowly changing to admiration and newfound respect. Theo reached the river and, on a whim, leaped up onto the stone railing of the bridge, balancing on a space slightly wider than his foot as he almost sprinted to the other side. It was barely a challenge after having to make hundreds of passes through Gin’s training course. 
 
     Heads turned to watch the strange display, but Theo didn’t care. He jumped from the end of the railing, landing as smoothly as a pouncing cyvoth, right in front of a wide-eyed boy of five or six. 
 
    “Wow...” the boy said quietly. He had the same kind of curly brown hair as Annie, although it was cut shorter and stuck out from his head in random directions. 
 
    Theo laughed and gave the boy’s hair a solid ruffle. Today might end up being the perfect day. Or as close to perfect as a day could get. 
 
     I have to remember to get more sleep. This feels great. Theo laughed aloud and broke into a run down the street, heading east towards the Silvermoor estate. 
 
      
 
    He slowed as he reached the front gate, barely winded from his run.  
 
    The gate was open, one side completely swung inward while the other was partially closed, swaying slightly back and forth in the breeze. Odd. The gates should have been either completely shut or locked in an open position. 
 
    Forgetful servant? But he didn’t believe that. Alarm bells were going off in his head—an instinct for danger that Gin had drilled into him. He forced himself to relax. Not everything that’s out of place is a sign of a problem. Theo wondered if maybe he needed to spend less time as the Black Saint and more time as a normal Alanthian. 
 
    He gave the gates a last suspicious glance before moving through, down the gravel carriageway that led up to the manor, ironwood trees along either side limiting his view. As he came to the estate’s courtyard, the trees gave way to a large building. It dwarfed the Castell manor, both in height and width, standing four stories high, with a smaller central section making up a fifth. It was at least twice as wide as Lord Castell’s home, with various smaller buildings connected to it on both sides, adding even more to its size. The manor was clearly modern in its design, with a more pragmatic squared shape to its architecture. Theo thought that, despite its impressive size, it lacked the unique character of the Castell manor. 
 
    He moved up the long curving staircase to the entrance, a single large door—barely more than a slab of wood with hinges. Practical, but not very aesthetic. A crack of open space in the door caused Theo to pause, the alarm bells returning, more loudly now. It was one thing for the gates to be open, but another thing entirely for the manor’s front door to be left ajar. Theo wished suddenly that he’d brought the pair of daggers he’d taken from the temple’s underground chamber. He had discovered that he could hide them under the jacket of his suit by belting their sheath to his waist, resting them on the small of his back. The downside to feeling so good was that it made him complacent. Theo shook his head in slight frustration and pushed the door open, feeling the space inside. He could sense multiple bodies, some moving about, others still, nothing that immediately felt out of place. 
 
    “Hello,” Theo said as he stepped inside. His voice echoed throughout a giant foyer. High above him was the biggest chandelier he’d ever seen, casting light from multiple brightburn candles. He wondered for a moment how servants ever managed to get up that high to light them. It seemed like much more work than it was worth. Towards the far side of the foyer, on either wall, a staircase led up, curving together to meet at the second-floor landing. Theo started for the right side stairs but stopped, realizing one of the bodies he felt was close. He spotted it a moment later. A male servant in a gray uniform, collapsed by the base of the lefthand staircase, partially hidden by the railing. Theo ran to the man, kneeling beside him. It was clear now, something was seriously wrong. 
 
    The servant was a brown skinned man whose head was completely shaved, something that was common among Resnyians. The man was crumpled in an uncomfortable position on the bottom step, but a quick check revealed that he wasn’t seriously hurt, just unconscious, with a bump on the back of his head. Theo put him in a better position on the foyer floor, then charged up the stairs, feeling for more bodies. He was fully alert now, heart pumping liquid energy into his limbs with each beat. Someone had broken in to the estate. That meant one thing to him. 
 
     Annie was in danger. 
 
    Theo could feel a large clump of bodies above him, on the third floor. It seemed like too large a group to just be some servants. He looked for the stairs to the next level but couldn’t find them. 
 
    Panic started to build inside him. Each second he wasted was another second this intruder could be alone with Annie. 
 
    Theo sprinted right, down the hallway, and burst through a doorway into what looked like a small library or study, immediately spying a tightly spiraling staircase in the corner. He moved so fast he practically climbed it with his arms, emerging up into a small office. Behind a huge wooden desk in a leather chair was a man, his head and arms slumped forward like he was taking a late-morning nap. From the expensive look of his suit, caramel skin and short, tightly curled hair, it could only be one man. 
 
    Lord Silvermoor. This is definitely not how I wanted to meet him. Theo checked his pulse, relieved to find that he really was just sleeping. He couldn’t find any sign of violence on the nobleman, but he was unwakeable, drawing deep, even breaths. 
 
     Theo left the nobleman at the desk, moved through another door and down a collection of hallways, using the clump of bodies as his guide. They were on the same level now, and close, four or five bodies, straight down the hallway in one of the rooms. 
 
    Theo broke into a sprint, shouting as he ran, “Annie!” 
 
    “Theo?” it was Annie's muffled voice, coming from inside a room, her tone desperate and afraid. 
 
    Theo sped up, throwing his weight as hard as he could against the door, snapping the hinges off with a sound of cracking wood. The door collapsed inward and he slid to a stop, assessing his surroundings. It was a woman’s bedroom, Annie's most likely. Annie herself stood with her back against a large bed, brandishing what looked like a letter opener at three dark-clothed, hooded intruders. Theo’s shocking entrance caused all four to stop what they were doing and focus on him. 
 
    “Theo! Thank the saints!” Annie said. Her eyes were wide with fear, but there was a hardness as well, a hint of defiance. 
 
    Mustane’s men, Theo guessed, seeing that their outfits matched those of the three who’d attacked Lanni and Tess. It seemed they’d been sent to either hurt or kidnap Annie. 
 
    The idea sent anger rushing through Theo. How dare he! How dare anyone try to hurt her! A growl that would have made Ribbon proud came out of his throat as he charged the assailants. 
 
    The closest tried to lift a solid looking club for a swing but was a second too slow. Theo caught his wrist with one hand, hitting the man in the stomach with his second. His opponent doubled over and Theo moved towards the next, another man holding a straight dagger. 
 
    Theo feigned a charge then stopped himself short. 
 
    The man stumbled forward, off balance, having braced for a collision. Before he could recover, Theo threw a kick to the side of his leg, dropping him to one knee. Theo drove his own knee up into the man’s nose, splattering his expensive suit pants with blood. He could sense the first combatant recovered and moving in behind him. Theo threw a kick backwards, feeling his boot squish against the man’s groin. He heard a muted gasp and without looking, felt the man collapse to the ground. Theo allowed himself the briefest smirk of satisfaction. 
 
    He turned to the last of the three, a small man who was hanging back, close to Annie, face hidden by a hood. There was something small and round in one of his hands, and before Theo could react, he touched the lit match held in his other hand to the ball. The man tossed the thing into the air and spun quickly away. 
 
    Theo realized too late that the man had put both arms up to cover his eyes. The burning ball was a tightly packed clump of firegrass—a plant that was incredibly flammable when sufficiently dried. It ignited in a flash of light and heat, instantly blinding him. He heard a scream of pain from Annie and blinked his eyes rapidly, trying to clear the large white spot from his vision. He saw her, fallen against the bed, hands over her eyes, tears of pain running from behind her fingers. 
 
    Her gift, Theo realized. The heat from the ignition must have been a hundred times more intense for her. The attacker was moving towards the now disabled Annie, but Theo lunged, grabbing him by the arm, yanking back. The man moved with the momentum, swinging a hooking punch at Theo. 
 
    He was ready, however, and caught the fist, wrenching the arm to the side. The man jerked in pain which caused his hood to slide off. Theo registered a moment of shock. It wasn't a man’s face that looked back at him, it was a woman’s. Dark, straight hair and a slender, athletic neck. Desari. 
 
    No! It was already too late. He felt the creeping cold of her paralysis spread across his fingers and down his hand. He let go and tried to pull away but Desari’s hand snaked out and grabbed his wrist, her fingers moving deftly under his suit sleeve. Theo swung with his free hand, hitting Desari hard in the jaw, causing her to lose her grip and fall to the ground. Her touch had done its work, however. Theo could no longer make his hand into a fist. He could feel the coldness reaching up to his bicep, spreading quickly towards his shoulder, just like the last time they had fought. Even worse, he felt the other two men behind him moving to surrounding him. He sensed one of them step closer and instinctively ducked, feeling the club pass an inch above his head. He came up from his spin to see the man looking shocked that his sneak attack had missed. 
 
    Theo hit the club wielder in the stomach, then the face before leaning to the side, feeling the second man’s dagger nick the tip of his ear. He spun into a kick aimed at the dagger wielder’s head, but his now paralyzed arm caused him to shift slightly off balance. The man had time to bring his arm up and block the brunt of the kick. Theo stumbled back and the man charged, slashing like a berserker. 
 
    Theo threw himself into a back pedal, avoiding the flashing blade. 
 
    Seeing an opening, he planted his back foot and kicked with his front, hitting the man’s hand mid-swing, sending the dagger blade-first into the bedroom wall. The man’s momentum carried him forward and Theo reversed his kick, driving his boot into the man’s gut. He collapsed with his arms around his abdomen, wheezing like an out-of-shape drunk. 
 
    Before Theo could put his foot back down he felt a hand touch the back of his neck. He realized with horror why the man had been so reckless. It hadn’t been to try to actually land a hit. It had been to drive him backwards. Right into Desari. Theo had been so caught up in avoiding the dagger that he had lost track of where she was. It was a deadly mistake. 
 
    He lurched away from the woman, feeling the cold spread across the muscles of his neck and shoulders and then deeper towards his spine. He stumbled once, and tried to turn to face her. His knees gave out before he could and he fell back, hitting his head hard on the wood floor. Theo fought against the creeping cold, trying to lift an arm in defense at the woman who stood over him. Everything felt like it was pinned down by heavy chains, like gravity had increased a hundred times over. He was forced to watch, helpless as a newborn, as Desari knelt down, face set in a self-satisfied expression. She pressed tenderly on the side of her chin where Theo had hit, then turned her attention to him. 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t very satisfying. Especially after that stab you gave me back at the shack,” she rolled her shoulder back and forth for a moment. 
 
    Theo tried to respond but his jaw barely opened and his tongue was completely useless. 
 
    “Shhh,” Desari said, then placed a hand on his face. The world slowly faded into a cold dark nothing. 
 
      
 
    Theo woke to a pounding headache and groaned, trying to remember how he’d ended up with such a bad hangover. He blinked, looking up at an unfamiliar room, then turned to see the oversized bed, fitted with vibrant red sheets. 
 
    All his memories came back in a torrent of images. The Silvermoor manor. The attackers. Annie. 
 
    He shot upright and instantly the headache became pure torment. His brain felt like it was going to rip its way out of his skull through one of his eye sockets. He gritted his teeth and dug his fingernails into his palms, willing it to pass. After an agonizing few seconds, the pain receded enough for him to think. He looked around Annie’s room. It was empty, the only sign that there had been a fight was the blood splatters on his suit pants from where he’d smashed the man’s nose. 
 
    No. No! Theo forced himself to his feet and something slid from his lap to the floor. He frowned down at it. It was a small rock, wrapped in reed paper. He picked it up, ignoring the wave of pain that bending down caused. He uncrumpled the paper, seeing that a note had been written on it in simple handwriting:
  
 
    Theo Anamanth.
  
 
    You told me that you are a man of action, not words. So, I will make this short and to the point. I have your lover, Annamara Silvermoor. I am going to let you decide her fate. Have your friend, the masked man they call the Black Saint, meet me tomorrow night at the edge of Stillwood. The gate will be closed, but I am sure that won’t be much of a problem for your friend. If you have him do that, I promise that I will let Miss Silvermoor go, unharmed, unsoiled. Don’t, and I kill her. 
 
      
 
    See? Simple and straightforward. I’m a man of my word, after all.
  
 
    It was signed simply “Gage Mustane”. No title or nobleman’s house stamp. 
 
    Theo stared at the note, reading it again and realizing what it meant. Mustane doesn’t know the Black Saint is me? But he thinks I know who he is? He thinks we are friends. Theo crumpled the paper and tossed it angrily away. He’d never seen a clearer trap in his life. 
 
    Mustane had Annie. He seemed to think that would be enough leverage to get Theo to do what he wanted. 
 
    He was right, Theo would meet with Mustane. Just not when and where he wants me to. Theo would face the monster tonight, in his own lair. The Mustane estate. 
 
    By one death or another, this was all going to end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo stared through the blank eye holes of the mask in his hand, running a finger over the ridges of the cheeks and nose, feeling its smooth, solid texture. 
 
    One last time. He turned it and slid the straps over the back of his head, positioning the mask against his face. He grabbed his boots, pulling one on then the other, then each of his gloves. One last time. 
 
    Theo slid the box that held his disguise back under the bed and glanced at Mustane’s half crumpled note, sitting in a ball on one of his pillows. I’m coming, Annie. Hold on. For an instant, gut-wrenching thoughts of what could be happening to her passed through his mind. With a force of will, Theo pushed them all away. Focus. 
 
    He took a deep breath in then let it out, whilst crossing to his bedroom door and feeling for Jayson. The man’s body was in his own bedroom, motionless. 
 
    Sleeping. Good. Theo had thought about telling Jayson. Part of him wanted to, but he knew his friend would demand to help, to come along. Theo had already endangered enough people. He wasn’t about to add his best friend to that list. He slipped out and paused for several moments, looking down the dark hallway to Jayson’s room. 
 
    See you in the morning, I hope. He moved into the main room, towards the apartment door. 
 
    From one of the artist guild apartments on the north side of the plaza square, the Black Saint emerged, moving silently off into the dark Alanthos streets. 
 
      
 
    He stood in the trees at the edge of Royal Park. It had not even been a year since he’d stood on this exact spot, but it felt like another time, a different age. He’d been a different man, then. A boy. Overconfident, inexperienced, naive. And now…Am I still overconfident? 
 
    But he was trained. He was dangerous. And he was angry. 
 
    Theo moved through the trees until he saw the wall of Mustane’s estate. 
 
    He felt a guard march slowly along the top, lantern swaying, squeaking ever so slightly. 
 
    Theo waited for the man to pass. Three…two…one. He ran at the wall, jumping and then pushing off, easily grabbing the top. He pulled himself up and over, into a crouch. 
 
    The guard was oblivious until the arm wrapped around his throat, dragging him down into unconsciousness. Theo could have broken his neck. The anger inside him want to do just that. But he resisted. I wont sink that low. I will not become what Mustane is. 
 
    He incapacitated a second guard as easily as the first, then dropped to the courtyard, moving towards the manor building, stopping at the same servant’s entrance he’d used in his last infiltration. 
 
    Theo frowned, seeing that someone had put a lock on it this time. 
 
    Guess I should have expected this. The lock looked strong, but fortunately the latch itself was old and rusted. Theo braced a foot against the wall and grabbed the handle with both hands. One quick tug later, the latch bent and broke. The door swung open and Theo slipped inside, pausing in the storeroom, feeling for a sign that he’d been heard. 
 
     There was no change in the movement of the nearby bodies, and so he moved out into the many dark hallways. Theo slowed as he got nearer to the hidden door, feeling a clump of bodies ahead. He peered around a corner and saw a group of five guards, marching down the hall away from him. Theo stepped out, trailing behind them, as silent as a midnight breeze. 
 
    He could let them go. He could just wait until they had moved on to another hallway. 
 
    But I’m not going to. These were Mustane’s men. They had taken Annie. Theo felt the anger begin to take over and lengthened his stride, closing on the group. He would show them that he was not a man to be bullied into submission. He would not be like so many others in the city who put their heads down and pretended not to see what was happening right in front of them. 
 
    Theo reached behind his back to his daggers, but paused, reminding himself again; he could kill Mustane and live with himself, probably, but if he started killing others indiscriminately, he would tip over the edge into a black inescapable abyss. Instead, he brought his arms up in front of him, curling gloved hands into fists. When he was five strides away, he broke into a run, slamming into the nearest guard, shoving him sideways into the wall. The man’s startled shout alerted the other four, who spun around. 
 
    Theo was already moving, knocking the helmet off the closest and landing a blow to his temple. The guard stumbled back into his companions who caught him and pushed him upright. The four men looked at the fifth, who had collapsed on the floor, groaning softly, then up at Theo. Even in the shadows of the hallway, he could see the surprise on their faces. 
 
    “It’s him,” Theo heard one guard whisper in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Calm down” muttered another, “he can’t take us all at once.” 
 
    Terrible images of Annie filled Theo’s mind, trapped and tied up, enduring unspeakable acts of torture, crying out for help with no answer. He soaked the images in, letting them fill him until he was bursting with rage. It made him strong, unstoppable. 
 
    The guards drew matching straightswords and charged together. 
 
    Theo met their charge with his own, seeing surprise on their faces at his audacity. A sword tip shot out, but he was already moving to the outside, catching the wielder’s wrist with one hand and the back of his head with the other. He shoved the guard into his neighbor, causing both to collide in a tangle of body parts. He ducked a slash from a third, countering with a combination of punches, ending with a side kick that sent him back on his ass. The last man leapt over his fallen comrades and slashed wildly. 
 
    Theo danced around the attacks then came inside, catching the man’s wrist, stopping a downward chop, using the momentum of the swing to toss the guard over his shoulder, on top of the other two. The last guard still on his feet gave a throaty war cry and charged around his companions. 
 
    He’s got balls at least. Theo leaned, avoiding a slash, then jumped over a low attack, twisting in the air and driving the heel of his boot into the man’s head. Even through the helmet there was a satisfying thump. The guard collapsed like a puppet missing its strings. 
 
    Theo stood, chest rising and falling, studying the defeated guards. He spotted one who was still alert, looking up at him from the floor, eyes perfect circles of fear and pain. 
 
    “Please…” the man squeaked out, holding up a defensive hand. 
 
    “If you raise the alarm or follow me you’ll end up worse than your friends. The Black Saint shows mercy once and only once.” 
 
    The guard swallowed and nodded vigorously. 
 
    With a last feel to ensure no nearby threats, Theo turned and moved towards the hidden door. It was stupid to simply leave the man there with only his word to keep him from acting, but Theo was far past making smart decisions. Maybe I haven’t changed all that much. 
 
    When he reached the correct part of the hallway, he paused, checking the surrounding wall. Very carefully, he pushed it open, leaping back immediately. He waited, but no traps had been triggered. He waited another few seconds just to be sure, then slipped inside. He couldn’t feel any fast-moving bodies above, which meant the guard had either taken his threat seriously or was in too much pain to get help. However, Theo could feel a body down below, in the same place Berik’s had been. 
 
    Please be Annie. Theo had an odd sense of deja vu as he felt his way down the steps into the dark underground passageway. He had done almost the exact thing before, he reminded himself. The area with the cell was quiet, and he readied himself with a deep breath before stepping into the light of a single lantern. All at once he felt a wave of relief crash over him. 
 
     Annie sat on the damp stone floor of the cell. Her dress was torn and dirty. There was a bruise on one of her cheeks but she seemed otherwise unharmed. Just scared and cold and alone. 
 
    “Annie,” he called softly, stepping up to the bars. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open and her face twisted in fear. She scooted towards the back of the cell. “Please, please don’t hurt me,” she begged. 
 
    Theo ground his teeth together. What have they done to you? He was about to speak when he remembered what he was wearing. Theo pulled his hood off, then his mask, “Annie, it’s me.” 
 
    She looked at him confused for a moment. Tears welled up in her eyes, running down her face as she stood, hurrying to the bars and reaching her hand through, interlocking fingers with him. 
 
    “Theo,” she reached her other hand through and pressed it to his face as if to convince herself that he was really there. “How did you find me—why are you dressed like that?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you, Annie. I was going to tell you everything, before all this happened.” He held up the mask in one hand, “It’s me. I’m the mysterious masked man the whole city is talking about. I’m the Black Saint.” 
 
    She stared blankly, then choked out a scared laugh, stopping when she saw he was serious. Her eyes widened, “No…no it can’t be you…really?” 
 
    Theo smiled and nodded. It wasn’t exactly how he’d planned on telling her, but it would have to do. It felt unexpectedly good, like he was finally setting down a heavy pack he’d been carrying for several months straight. 
 
    “I really got lucky then, in picking you,” Annie said, with a tear-stained smile. 
 
    “I guess you did,” Theo grinned back, “now, stand back and let me get this open. He pulled out one of his ghost metal daggers and used the tip to pop the pins out of the door hinges. It worked just as well as when he’d rescued Tess’s father. There was a nagging concern at the fact that the cell door had been put back in the exact same way after having its weakness clearly demonstrated. Now that he thought about it—other than the lock on the servant’s entrance—this had all been very easy. Theo scowled, pushing the thoughts away. He had what he came for. Worrying about details could wait for later. 
 
    Annie had an impressed look on her face as he finished dismantling the door. 
 
    “Something I picked up a while back,” he said, sheathing his dagger and holding out his arms. 
 
    Annie nearly tackled him, wrapping her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Hold me, please. Hold on and don’t let go,” she said, the warm breath of her words on his ear. 
 
    He squeezed her hard, pulling her body into his like he was trying to meld them into one person. “I’ll never let anyone take you again. I promise.” 
 
    He felt her relax and her arms slide slowly down from his neck. He could smell the scent of her hair and feel her curls tickling his nose lightly. She was safe, in his arms. Right where she belonged. 
 
    “Good,” Annie said. 
 
    Theo grunted as he felt a sudden sharp pain in his side. Annie shoved him back and he felt his skin tearing as something was yanked out. He stared in utter confusion at the small knife in Annie’s hand, dripping with blood. Where did she get a knife? Theo felt the hot stickiness of his own blood running down the inside of his outfit. 
 
    “Annie? What are you doing?” The answer was obvious. She’d stabbed him, slid a sharpened piece of metal into his body. It was perfectly clear and yet he couldn’t wrap his mind around it. 
 
    Her face took on a sneer, made all the more twisted by the long shadows from the single light source, “You really are that dumb, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Wha…” Theo stuttered. Part of him knew what was happening, yet his mind searched, grasped for another explanation.” 
 
    “Do I have to spell everything out?” Annie sighed loudly like she was being forced to do some distasteful chore. “I’ve betrayed you, Theo. I don't love you. I work for Mustane, I’ve worked for him since before you came to Alanthos. And, not only do I work for him, but I love him. He’s the only man I’ve ever actually loved.” 
 
    Theo put a hand over the wound on his side. It all seemed to make no sense. He suddenly wanted to scream back at her. Deny everything she was saying. Annie loved him. He knew it. He knew it. All that time they had spent together. Exploring the city, finding new and exotic dishes to taste, talking for hours but feeling like only minutes had passed. All of those sleepless nights of lovemaking and then quiet cuddling. He’d trusted her completely, given her his heart. It couldn’t all be a lie. It just could not. 
 
    “I have to admit, though, that you fooled me.” 
 
    Theo stared blankly at her. It was Annie's body. Her bright blue eyes and curling brown hair. But it wasn’t Annie talking. This wasn’t the woman he’d fallen in love with. What is she saying? 
 
    “Mustane suspected you were the masked man, but I always believed it was Jayson. He’s the far more capable one, after all. It wasn’t until that dirty little girl showed up at the party that I started to think I was wrong. You coming here has just confirmed it.” 
 
    “This whole time. Everything we did together. It was all an act?” Theo was feeling angry, but for a whole different reason now. Annie gave an ugly smile, her face twisting in a way he’d never seen before. “I’m quite the actor, aren't I? Not that it would have taken much to fool you. Just bat my eyes and swing my hips a few times and you fall head over heels for me. You’re like a lost puppy, Theo, following around the first person who gives you the slightest bit of attention.” 
 
    Theo’s nostrils flared. He felt a storm of emotions rattling around inside him. Shock, pain, anger, confusion. 
 
    “Oh come on, don't give me that look. Did you really think some disgraced nobleman’s son from the country could just show up and have the most beautiful woman in the city falling for him in a matter of days?” She laughed, making him feel like a child who’d just asked the world’s most obvious question. 
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself,” he growled. 
 
    “Oh I don’t need to,” Annie said, “every man in the city does it for me. It’s too bad I only have eyes for one.” She shrugged, “What can I say?  I find power and success irresistible. You were fun for a bit, Theo, but you’ll never be anything like Mustane.” 
 
    Before Theo could respond, Annie reached up and knocked the lantern from where it was hanging. It hit the stone floor and shattered, the brightburn candle inside going out. 
 
    Perfect darkness enveloped them. 
 
    “You beat me that day at the gymnasium. Now it’s time for our rematch,” he heard Annie say. 
 
    Theo felt her move forward in the darkness. He threw his arms up defensively and felt Annie’s knife slash across his forearm. Theo backpedaled, feeling the wind from a second slice.  
 
    He could sense where she was in space but he couldn’t tell exactly what her body was doing. 
 
    Her gift, her vision. Annie would be able to see his body since he was the only warm thing around. That meant she had the advantage. 
 
    But she doesn’t know about my sense. She doesn’t know I’m not completely blind. He’d been about to tell her. Despite Gin constantly warning him not to share his secrets, Theo had still almost done it. Now he was glad he hadn’t. 
 
    He slid his mask back into place, feeling Annie move for another attack. He pulled a dagger free, dropping then slashing at where he felt her body. His dagger connected with her leg as her own knife cut above, right where his neck would have been. He heard cursing and felt her coming forward again, more deliberately now. 
 
    Theo stood still, trying to make it look like he was blind and confused. When he felt her almost on top of him, he stabbed at her center. 
 
     Annie’s knife bit shallowly into the meat of his shoulder, while his dagger slid deep into the muscle of her stomach. 
 
    Annie screamed and jerked away. “You stupid, worthless, diseased son of a gutter whore!” she shouted from the darkness. Theo felt spit hit his cheek, “I should have just cut your throat in your sleep!” She screamed again and Theo braced for an attack. Instead, he felt her body moving away, towards the far side of the room, then further on, down some other passageway. 
 
    Theo took that moment to feel his wounds. The shoulder stab was barely more than a nick. The side wound was bleeding but it wasn’t as deep as he’d expected. He knew this was his chance, knew he should get out of the manor before anyone else found him. He was wounded. Not just the stab Annie had given him with the knife. The serious wound was the emptiness he felt in his chest. Annie had ripped out his heart and taken it with her. Theo pulled his second dagger free, then followed her body deeper into darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo kept a hand on the wall, moving as quickly as he could in the pitch black, trying not to lose the feeling of Annie’s body. 
 
    He had to retreat from Theo the man and fully envelop himself in the persona of the Black Saint. It was the only way for him to not be completely crippled by what had just happened. The only way to numb the pain of absolute betrayal. 
 
    A bit of his clothing was sticking to the wound on his side and he could feel blood trickling down his leg. The smart thing would be to stop and treat it, but it barely seemed to matter now. 
 
    The tunnels continued on and it quickly became apparent that Mustane didn't just have a hidden underground room, he had a whole labyrinth of tunnels and chambers underneath his estate. 
 
    After another few minutes Theo slowed, seeing light ahead. He could feel Annie, moving at the very edge of his sense. He wanted to speed up, but was now feeling more than just her body. He approached the light, seeing that it was spilling into the tunnel from a larger chamber. Theo paused in the darkness outside the entrance, looking for signs of a trap. As he did so, Annie slipped out of range disappearing somewhere ahead. Theo turned his focus to what felt like a compact group of bodies and he peered inside. 
 
     His eyes landed on the only living thing in sight. It was a man, pressed against the wall, arms out to either side, held there by thick leather bonds at the ankles, waist, chest, and wrists. The head was slumped forward as if sleeping. 
 
    What is that? It seemed to be human, but the sensation was too intense for a single body, like standing beside a candle that gave off the heat of a roaring fire. He scanned the shadowy corners of the room again, not quite believing the man was alone. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Theo slipped into the chamber, holding his breath, waiting for some trap to be sprung with every step he took. 
 
    The chamber was a roughly square space, carved out of the rock, its ceiling reaching up to about twice the tunnel’s height. On the opposite wall, he could see a second tunnel, leading on to other parts of the underground maze. It had to be where Annie had escaped to. The room was mostly bare except for a plain ironwood table set near the captive. On the table was a collection of small knives and other unfamiliar metallic tools. They were wicked-looking things, twisted into hooks, points, and saw edges. Every single one gleamed silver in the lantern light, perfectly clean and polished. 
 
    Another torture chamber. A memory of the room under the colosseum surfaced, causing disgust to bubble up into his throat. Theo swallowed it down then stepped closer to the prisoner, his eyes widening. 
 
    The man was tall, very tall, close to the height of Broc, if not slightly taller. Unlike Broc’s heavy, bulging frame, this man was normally proportioned, with a lanky build similar to Theo’s own. Other than a small cloth covering his genitals, he was completely naked. 
 
    Who are you? 
 
    The man appeared to be starved, with ribs pushing out against thin skin, cheeks sunken deep, and eyes seeming too small for their sockets. Despite the emaciation, he had somehow maintained some impressive musculature, the defining lines on his chest and stomach being magnified by the shadows of the room. 
 
    Theo got right in front of the man and finally noticed the scars—white lines from hundreds of healed cuts, covering his chest, stomach and thighs. There were even some fresh, partially healed cuts where blood had dripped out then dried on the man’s sun-starved skin. 
 
    Damn you, Mustane. Theo wondered just how long the man had been held down here, his whole world nothing but darkness and agony. 
 
    He shuddered involuntarily. Death seemed far, far preferable to being Mustane’s human experiment. 
 
     Theo suddenly stepped back and spun around, sensing a body approaching from the tunnel down which Annie had disappeared. He turned to go back the way he came, taking two steps before freezing. 
 
    There were even more bodies, coming down that tunnel as well. 
 
    What did you expect Theo? Of course this was a trap. He glanced around the room again, but there was nowhere to hide. Not that he would have hidden anyway. He was done with lurking in the shadows. 
 
    Theo put himself at an even distance between the two tunnel entrances, drawing his ghost metal daggers and planting both feet, feeling like a man awaiting his execution. 
 
    Annie emerged first from the far tunnel, the wound he’d given her now wrapped with a bandage. Theo felt his resolve shake as he looked at the blue-eyed, curly haired figure who was both his lover and betrayer. 
 
    Don’t think about it. He forced his body to stand upright, reminding himself who he was—not the man whose heart and trust had been torn apart by this woman. He was the Black Saint. A legend, a mystery, an ideal. He would not be broken so easily. 
 
    Annie had a slight sneer on her face that stained her beauty with something rotten. Or maybe the knowledge of what she really was had just opened his eyes to what had always been there. 
 
    From the tunnel through which Theo had entered, more bodies emerged. 
 
    Theo forced himself not to react as Sivall—the man who should be dead twice over—strode into the room, giving him an unfeeling stare from blackened orbs. Then came Broc. The giant had an unreadable expression on his face as he stopped next to Sivall, the muscles of his chest pressing out against his shirt as he rested a heavy looking hammer on one shoulder. 
 
    Lastly, moving with the confidence of a man holding a winning hand of cards, Lord Mustane stepped out of the darkness. He walked towards Theo, ignoring the black daggers in his hands, positioning himself a few feet away. 
 
    “You got my message,” he said, face held in a slight smirk. 
 
    “And I see you’re an even more evil man than I thought possible,” Theo replied. 
 
    Mustane’s eyes narrowed and he sighed deeply, “You really are an Anamanth, aren't you? A just man, even to the point of stupidity. I had a small hope we could come to an understanding, a mutual agreement. Your skills would be…indispensable, irreplaceable. You have talents that I could put to their fullest use. But I can see that look in your eye. You won’t be cooperative, will you?” 
 
    “No. I won’t. What I will do is cut your throat open and leave your body down here to rot. Even that is more than you deserve for everything you’ve done,” Theo nearly spat the words out, the months of anger he had been building up towards the man coalescing into some feral thing. 
 
    Mustane laughed suddenly, a deep belly sound, “Oh Theo, Theo. You don’t even know a fraction of the things I’ve done.” 
 
    “What I do know is more than enough.” 
 
    “Is it? Tell me, did you know that Alanthos—the greatest city in the world, I should remind you, home to wonders and technological advancements beyond what anyone in the four lands could have previously imagined—would be nothing but a fishing village without me? Think of all of the people here. The thousands that can make a living in comfort and safety. Without me they would be doing back breaking labor from sunrise to sunset, and all for barely enough scraps to keep themselves alive until the next day. I have given these people a better life.” 
 
    Theo knew he was lying. Alanthos had been an established city for more than a hundred years. It was founded multiple decades before Mustane had been born. Whatever he had contributed could only have been a sliver of the city’s success. “I don’t care what good you think you’ve accomplished. The pain, misery and death you’ve caused outweighs it all. If you build a hundred other cities like this I still wouldn’t forgive you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Mustane stared silently at him for several long moments, brow furrowed in thought. Then he spoke. “Your inflexible morals are not the virtue you think they are. Such a waste of talent and youth.” Mustane reached to a sheath on his hip and drew out a long curved saber with a blade as black as Theo’s daggers. 
 
    Theo forced himself not to react to the shock of seeing it. Ghost metal. 
 
    “Well then, dispense your justice, Black Saint.” 
 
    Giving Mustane no chance to settle in, Theo darted forward, leading with his daggers. 
 
    Mustane brought his sword up to block, showing no surprise. Theo caught the blade with one of his daggers, thrusting at Mustane's chest with his second—and missing. Mustane moved blindingly fast, especially for someone of his large size. Theo spun, ready to block a counterattack. 
 
    Instead, Mustane was still and relaxed, saber tip held down. 
 
    Theo’s face compressed into a snarl under his mask. He flipped one dagger into a reverse grip and attacked again, making quick cuts with both blades from every angle. Mustane more than matched him, his sword becoming a sheet of darkness as he fended off the assault. Theo started to slow and disengaged, dancing away and narrowly avoiding the reaching tip of Mustane's weapon. The look in the noble’s eye told Theo that it could have been a hit. He’s playing with me. Theo didn’t show it, but inside, he could feel his anger being slowly replaced with fear. It was like fighting a bigger, stronger, and much younger Gin. 
 
    Mustane glanced down momentarily at his arm then gave Theo an approving nod. One of the daggers had made a cut through the fabric of his suit. 
 
     For all Theo’s effort, it was the only damage he’d done. Couldn’t even scratch his skin. 
 
    “Impressive,” Mustane said with a hint of sarcasm. He shifted the grip of his saber and started to say something else. 
 
    Theo took the split-second opening and lunged. Mustane danced backward, his feet moving as fast as his blade, forcing Theo to advance faster, never presenting a solid target. 
 
    Theo closed the distance with a leap, finally getting inside Mustane's longer reach. As he did, he saw the grin of victory on Mustane's face. 
 
    The nobleman planted his feet, dropping the saber as Theo’s daggers plunged towards his neck and heart. It is suicidal for a fighter to disarm himself just as his opponent gains the upper hand, but Mustane was beyond any normal fighter. His arms flashed out, grabbing each of Theo’s wrists, stopping the daggers just inches from tearing through his body. 
 
    Theo jerked hard, trying to pull away, but Mustane's grip was unbreakable. He twisted his wrists back and forth, the muscles in his arms and torso straining, but the nobleman was immovable. Overpowering. Theo might as well have been a toddler, struggling against his father. 
 
    “I hoped you might push me a bit harder, but I can’t say that I’m surprised,” Mustane said. In one quick motion, he yanked Theo off balance then pulled the mask off his head. 
 
    The last thing Theo saw was Mustane’s broad forehead colliding with his own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Theo opened his eyes, he immediately felt a throbbing pain coming from his nose. He couldn’t tell if it was broken but he could feel dried blood crusting his upper lip. 
 
    How long? He realized then that he was somehow standing. No, not standing, he was bound by his limbs against the wall. His mask was gone, along with his shirt. Theo turned his head slowly to the side—wincing as pain shot from his nose into his skull—and saw the tall prisoner, blurry through his unfocused eyes. Theo groaned and blinked, trying to clear them. 
 
    “A family reunion for the ages.” 
 
    Theo looked up to see Mustane standing by the table, absently running his finger over a razor-thin knife. Theo’s mask, daggers, boots and tarantula silk shirt were all sitting in a neat pile on one side of the table. Standing behind Mustane were, Annie, Broc and Sivall, watching silently. 
 
    What did he say? Theo tried to concentrate through the pain. 
 
    “Theo, meet your great-great-great-great…great, hmm, it’s so hard to keep track of all the generations. Theo, meet your long-lost ancestor, Soel Anamanth,” Mustane gestured to the tall prisoner hanging next to him. 
 
    “What?” Theo’s throat was dry and raspy. He looked at the tall man again. His head was still bowed, hiding his face from view. “Soel?” 
 
    “Hard to believe?” Mustane moved up to the tall man, lifting the knife up in front of his own eye, examining the edge. “I discovered something many, many years ago,” he lifted the knife and slid it along the man’s stomach, leaving a crimson line behind. 
 
    The unconscious man let out a whisper of a sigh, but made no move to resist. 
 
    Mustane produced a cup from somewhere and held it under the cut, letting the blood slowly drip down into it. “Those of you with gifts carry the power of the Divinas within your blood, and I mean that quite literally,” he took the cup away and brought it to his lips, taking a sip, then exhaling with satisfaction. 
 
    Theo was still fighting too much with his body’s pain to understand what the nobleman was saying. Carry the power in their blood? 
 
    “Soel here, he has strong blood, from before it became so diluted by us humans. Blood that is strong enough to still give him a long lifespan. I was lucky to discover how useful his blood was before I killed him. I did kill his friend, what was the name? Lorthon? Ah, yes. I think you may have heard of that one, at the theatre. Took some serious force to finish him off. These heroes of yours are surprisingly durable it turns out.” 
 
    “What the saints are you saying?” Theo growled. 
 
    Mustane paused and looked him in the eye, “Oh come now Theo, don’t tell me you can’t put the pieces together.” 
 
    Theo glared back. 
 
    Mustane took another sip of blood. “I captured Soel and used his blood to keep myself alive. It works quite well as you can see. I don’t look a day over thirty-five,” he spread his arms and turned in a circle. 
 
    Theo’s eyes narrowed, “No…You are—” 
 
    “Very old, yes. You know, considering how much of a thorn you’ve been in my boot these past months, I expected that you would have put this together quicker. Or was the old man the brains?” 
 
    Theo snarled at the mention of Gin. He flexed against his bonds, but that only resulted in a fresh wave of pain. His eyes began to water and for a moment he thought his skull might crack open. 
 
    Mustane smirked, evidently amused by his suffering. He moved from Soel to stand in front of Theo. “Now then. My lovely assistant Annie tells me you’re gifted as well. Some kind of special sight? You seem able to see very well in the dark.” 
 
    Theo caught a glimpse of Annie, with a hand over the bandages on her stomach, eyes narrowed to angry slits as she watched him. 
 
    Theo spat, but it missed Mustane's face and landed on his jacket. 
 
    The nobleman's lips thinned. “Don’t want to share? That’s fine. I have had centuries to practice my persuasive techniques,” he held up the tiny knife an inch from Theo’s eyes. 
 
    Theo twisted his face away from the weapon. 
 
    “If you don’t hold still it’s going to be even more painful.” Mustane brought the knife up to Theo’s stomach, just above his navel. He froze and watched with horror as the nobleman touched it to his skin, cutting a horizontal incision. The pain was less than he’d expected; the knife was so sharp that it parted his skin like butter. Mustane pulled the knife away and brought the cup forward. Theo watched as his blood ran down his stomach, drop by drop, into the cup. It all seemed like a dream. A nightmare that he couldn’t wake from. 
 
    Mustane raised the cup to his mouth, taking a drink without breaking eye contact. Theo felt disgusted and violated, watching the man drink down his own body’s fluid. 
 
    “You’re sick,” Theo hissed. 
 
    Mustane raised an eyebrow at him, “No, actually I think I’m quite healthy. It’s amazing what ancient divine blood does for the body.” He paused as though something had caught his attention. He turned to look back at Annie and Broc, then to Soel, and finally back at Theo with a knowing look. “Oh…my. This is interesting. No wonder you’ve been so good at hiding. He turned back to look at Soel, “He feels different to you as well? Much more…potent, yes?” 
 
    Theo gave him a silent stare. The man not only knew about Theo’s gift, he was experiencing it. That somehow felt like even more of an intrusion than having his blood drunk. 
 
    Sivall stepped forward then. “Massster.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Mustane put the cup under Theo’s still dripping cut, filling it again, then turned, handing it to Sivall. The man took it and drank thirstily. “Do you like my creation, Theo?” 
 
    Creation? Theo looked around the room but there was nothing besides the table. He glanced back at Mustane who raised a hand towards Sivall. 
 
    “He’s not perfect, I will admit, but I like to think of him as my masterpiece. The result of years of study, effort and experimentation.” 
 
    Theo glanced from Sivall to Mustane, confused. His son? But Sivall looked nothing like Mustane. 
 
    “It turns out that enough blood and the right tools and application, you can bring a body back to life. Well, not quite life, but something approximating it. Sivall is not completely whole, if you haven’t yet noticed. He requires constant blood from a gifted or he goes back to being a corpse. I tried everything to make it permanent but nothing seems to work. Perhaps one day I will find a solution.” 
 
    Theo looked at Sivall. The bodyguard stared back at him with lifeless black circles. He’s dead. Suddenly it made perfect sense. Theo could never feel Sivall because there was no living person to feel. The man wasn’t a man. That also explained how he’d survived both his  fight with Gin and with Theo. You couldn’t kill what was already dead. 
 
    “We can’t feel him. Unexpected,” Mustane said. “If only I had known. It would have made catching you much easier.” His face shifted to a look of disappointment and he gave a sad sigh, “I will miss this little rivalry we have had, as short as it was. After so many years, life gets stale without some competition, without something to pit yourself against. But, nothing lasts forever,” he grinned, looking at Theo and waiting. After no reaction came, Mustane moved to Annie, pulling her into a kiss. Theo watched without blinking. He knew he should feel something, maybe anger or jealousy. But he had no energy left. His emotions had gone beyond raw to just an unfeeling weight inside him. All he had now was one small spark of defiance. That was the only thing he would show Mustane. The nobleman looked up from his kiss with a hint of a frown as he saw Theo hadn’t reacted. 
 
    “Well then, Theo Anamanth. Get used to your new quarters, for as long as you last.” 
 
    Grim realization started to spread through Theo’s mind. It had all been for nothing. His nights of prowling the streets. The countless hours of training with Gin, sweating, taking beatings. The deaths of Tess’s parents. The death of Gin. The deaths of every other person Mustane had killed. 
 
    Killed. Images flashed through his head and he remembered what Gin had told him. It fanned the single spark of defiance inside him back into a flame of anger. 
 
    “You killed my mother!” Theo shouted. 
 
    The nobleman paused and took on a genuinely confused look for a moment, studying Theo. “Your mother?” His face changed to a sly look, “Oh, you really do think I killed her? Is that what the old man said?” 
 
    “Don’t try to lie,” Theo said. 
 
    Mustane stepped closer, seeming more interested now that he’d found a point of pain. “Do you…remember?” 
 
    “Yes,” Theo growled. It was partially true. He had those few images of her in his mind. 
 
    “Interesting. You were an infant. I would not have thought you could retain anything.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “So you say,” Mustane sighed and ran a thumb and finger around his mouth, tracing his mustache and beard. “As much as you might find it hard to believe, the truth is this; I did not kill your mother. Her death did work out in my favor, I won’t deny that. It broke your father. He was a serious obstacle at the time and when he left Alanthos, I couldn’t have been happier.” 
 
    “I said don’t lie!” Theo shouted, his voice cracking. 
 
    Mustane raised both eyebrows, letting out a short laugh, “You’re quite passionate about a woman you barely knew.” 
 
    “She. Was. My. Mother.” 
 
    Mustane nodded then turned away with a shrug, “I’m not lying to you. I did not kill her. Your father had other enemies besides me. That man has his share of dark secrets. Perhaps you should have asked him what happened.” 
 
    Theo snarled, but Mustane remained turned away. 
 
    “In any case it was a tragedy. Such a young and beautiful woman, your mother.” 
 
    Theo wanted to shout at Mustane again, but the nobleman seemed completely sincere. He couldn’t think of any reason why the man would try to deceive him now. 
 
    “Well, this was a spirited conversation. I look forward to many more, assuming you last that long. Welcome to your new home,” Mustane said, making a sweeping motion with his arm. 
 
    “Saints damn you,” Theo muttered. 
 
    “Oh they tried, believe me. But I’m still here. Your stubbornness will be a nice challenge. There’s nothing quite like the pleasure of breaking the strong willed,” he said. 
 
    Theo slumped, bowing his head. He had no response. It was over. Everything was over. He had failed Gin. Failed in every possible way. He closed his eyes, welcoming the darkness, willing it towards him. Willing it to completely swallow him until there was nothing left of him in the world. Please, please, just end this. End it all. 
 
    Then he felt something, the tiniest sensation at the tip of his awareness. He opened his eyes, concentrating. It was faint but unmistakable. 
 
    A body. 
 
    He lifted his head, feeling it grow stronger. A body, no, bodies, moving down the tunnel towards them. Theo caught Mustane’s gaze and knew the other man could feel it too. 
 
    “Someone is coming. From the tunnel,” Mustane pointed. Sivall and Broc moved towards the entrance, the giant hefting his hammer in one meaty hand. 
 
    Theo focused, he could feel three bodies now, one moving much faster than the others. It was a softer sensation as well, an animal. 
 
    “Get ready,” Mustane commanded. 
 
    Sivall didn’t react but Broc flinched, stumbling back as a speeding blur of blue and gray flew from the tunnel. 
 
    Ribbon’s pounce sent him right into the living-dead man, his finger-length fangs clamping shut around Sivall’s throat. The bodyguard fell under the weight of the huge animal. Before Broc or anyone else could move to help, Ribbon thrashed his head back and forth and with a sickening popping sound, ripped Sivall’s head off his shoulders. He held it in his jaws as thick black ooze flowed from the neck. 
 
    “Ribbon!” Theo shouted. Hope spread through his body like a hot drink on a winter night, giving him back energy and motivation. 
 
    The cyvoth turned to look at Theo, dropping the head to the ground. 
 
    A moment later the animal had to scurry back as Broc swung his hammer, bellowing madly to “Stay back!” 
 
    Theo was confused by the giant’s reaction, but then remembered what Desari had said about his fear of dogs. He’s terrified of Ribbon. 
 
    Theo could feel the other two bodies, very close now. Both were human. 
 
    “More are coming,” Mustane said. Broc kept his hammer leveled at Ribbon, eyes full of fear. 
 
    A tall, dark-haired, handsome man stepped out of the tunnel, holding a curved saber. 
 
    “Jayson,” Theo breathed. He’d never been so glad to see his friend in his whole life. Jayson gave a shout and ran towards Broc. The bodyguard took an awkward swing, but Jayson ducked, coming up with a counter slash, cutting into the muscle on Broc’s upper arm. 
 
    Broc bellowed in pain and stumbled away. 
 
    Theo looked back towards the entrance, wondering who else was coming. To his complete surprise the small, slender form of Shaya stepped into view. Theo was happy but also very concerned seeing the Thanian woman in the same room with multiple armed and extremely dangerous men. 
 
    Several strands of Shaya’s hair had fallen down in front of her eyes from the run and her face was locked into a determined expression. She stepped to the side around Jayson and lifted a loaded crossbow, a weapon which looked giant in her small arms. She took a moment to aim, then released the bolt. 
 
    “NO!” Annie screamed. 
 
    Theo looked just in time to see Annie leap in front of Mustane. The bolt took her through the side of her neck, tearing through muscle, throat and arteries. It happened so quickly that all he could do was stare as Annie collapsed, spilling blood from her neck onto Mustane’s suit and the stone floor. 
 
    Mustane caught her before she hit the floor, blocking his view with his broad back but Theo had already seen enough of the injury. She’s…dead. He was suddenly caught between several emotions. Should he feel happy? Satisfaction? Sadness? Her betrayal had happened so quickly. He couldn’t process any of it. And now…She’s dead. His throat constricted involuntarily and several tears spilled out, running down his cheeks. 
 
    Mustane's shoulders had begun to shake and Theo thought for a moment that the man was grieving her as well. Then he realized the noble was not crying, he was shaking with anger. 
 
    Mustane lowered Annie’s body to the ground and stood, drawing the black blade. 
 
    “Shaya, get back,” Theo shouted, blinking tears away. 
 
    She didn’t move, seeming to be in shock from the realization that she’d just killed someone. Mustane advanced on Shaya, his sword raised over his head. Theo shouted and threw his body against his bonds, pulling, trying to get his hands free. He was not going to be a captive audience for his friend’s execution. 
 
    Mustane brought the sword down just as Jayson’s saber rose to meet it. The sound echoed in the stone chamber, causing Theo’s ears to ring. 
 
    “Shaya, get Theo,” Jayson said, driving Mustane back a step with a series of quick cuts. 
 
    Shaya finally seemed to snap out of her shocked state, and ran towards Theo. 
 
    Theo looked over, worried that Broc might try to stop her, but saw that the huge man had been backed into a corner by a snarling Ribbon. Despite his immense size and strength, Broc seemed to be irrationally afraid of the cyvoth, swinging both his hammer and free hand wildly back and forth in an attempt to keep Ribbon away. 
 
    “My daggers, on the table,” Theo said to Shaya. “The black ones.” 
 
    Shaya grabbed the daggers without slowing and came to his side. She cut through the bond holding his hand, then passed him the blade, letting him cut the other bonds. 
 
    “Take the other dagger. Free him,” Theo motioned to Soel. 
 
    Shaya nodded, green eyes looking afraid but focused. 
 
    Theo freed his other limbs and pulled himself off the wall, looking towards the two swordsmen, still dueling on the other side of the room. 
 
    Jayson was bigger and stronger than Theo and was an excellent saber duelist, but no amount of practice could prepare him to face Mustane. Droplets of sweat were forming on Jayson’s face and his chest was heaving as he was pushed to his limit. The actor was barely keeping his guard up against Mustane’s murderous advance, each brutal swing getting closer and closer to landing on skin. 
 
    Theo gripped his dagger and ran to help his friend, the stone floor feeling cold to his bare feet. He was three steps away when Jayson’s defense broke. Theo’s mouth opened in a silent shout as Jayson’s saber was batted away. 
 
    The black blade came down like the night’s own guillotine. It cut into Jayson's face, slicing open the skin of his forehead, then eye, continuing down through the side of his mouth. 
 
     Theo found his voice and uttered an animalistic scream as his friend collapsed to the ground. Jayson’s once handsome face was now a mutilated mess of blood and skin. 
 
    Mustane stepped over Jayson and drove his blade through the fallen man’s stomach, just as Theo slammed into him. He stabbed his dagger into Mustane’s side and heard the man grunt in pain. 
 
    The noble twisted and threw him off, ripping the dagger out. Mustane reached down and touched the wound, staring in surprise at the blood on his fingers, then he looked back at Theo, seeming more angered than hurt. Mustane swung at Theo, who brought his dagger up to block. The blow was so strong it ripped the weapon out of his hand, sending a wave of pain up his arm and into his skull. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind about keeping you alive, boy!” Mustane shouted. 
 
    Theo glanced over at his fallen dagger, but it was out of reach. Mustane would get to him before he could grab it. 
 
    “Gage Mustane! You will not kill a single soul more!” the deep commanding voice sounded like a thunderclap inside the enclosed space. 
 
    Theo turned his head to see the tall prisoner, Soel Anamanth, looking even bigger as he stood straight, head held high. The man who had seemed barely conscious moments before, now seemed to exude power and energy. 
 
    Mustane looked as surprised as Theo felt. “No, no. I kept you half dead. Starved. You can’t be standing.” For the first time ever, Theo heard the slightest bit of fear in Mustane’s voice. 
 
    Soel ignored Mustane and walked to Jayson’s fallen body, stooping to pick up his saber. He turned and leveled the blade at Mustane. 
 
    “You murdered Lorthon, a man who was like a brother to me. You held me captive, living off the blood of my own body for hundreds of years. Mustane,” he stretched his arm out so the tip of Jayson’s saber was pointed at the nobleman’s head, “you have evaded justice for far, far too long. But no more, justice has now come for you.” Soel’s attack was almost faster than Theo’s eye could follow and in an instant Mustane was on the defensive, retreating and frantically blocking blows. “Descendant. Be ready, I do not have much strength left,” Soel said as he drove Mustane towards the wall of the chamber. 
 
    It took Theo a moment to realized that Soel was addressing him. He moved, grabbing his dagger from the floor then heading for the two clashing figures. With a titanic roar, Soel battered Mustane against the wall, the black and silver saber blades locking as each man strained against the other. 
 
    “Hurry!” Soel shouted. Theo could see Soel’s arms shaking violently from the effort of holding Mustane against the wall. There was no time to think or hesitate. He rushed in under Soel’s arm and stabbed, driving his dagger under Mustane’s chin, in the way Gin had shown him. It was a perfectly executed blow, the blade sliding up through Mustane’s windpipe, continuing out the back of his head, severing the spot where spine connected to skull. Theo let go of the dagger, stepping back. That’s for Gin. That’s for Lanni and Berik. That’s for everyone else, bastard. 
 
    Mustane’s face twisted in pain, and frustration. 
 
    Soel stepped back and, impossibly, Mustane stood, as though holding himself up by sheer will alone. 
 
    Theo’s eyes widened. No…he can’t be standing. My stab, it should have— 
 
    With a simple flick of the saber, Soel separated Mustane's head from his shoulders. The body toppled forward, heart still pumping, blood pooling on the floor. 
 
    Theo stood, staring dumbly at the body and head, letting out a long breath. 
 
    It’s over. It’s done. Its finally done, all done. He stepped towards the decapitated body and retrieved his dagger. 
 
    Next to him, Soel’s legs gave out and the tall man fell to the ground. Theo turned to help him, but the man pushed him away, “I just need a moment to rest. See to your friends.” 
 
    Theo hesitated then nodded, heading back for Jayson. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Ribbon stalking back and forth, keeping Broc pinned in the corner. 
 
    He continued towards his friend, afraid of what he would find. 
 
    Shaya was sitting, leant over Jayson, pressing a cloth against the wound on his stomach. Theo swallowed a lump that was forming in his throat, kneeling down and resting a hand on her shoulder. He didn’t want to ask, but forced the words out anyway, “Is he…” 
 
    “He’s alive, but he won’t last much longer. I have healing supplies at the manor.” 
 
    Theo let out a relieved breath. “Right, I’ll carry him,” he bent down and with some effort, lifted Jayson. “If you die on me, I’ll never forgive you,” he muttered. 
 
    “What about him?” Shaya said. 
 
    Theo turned to see her pointing at the still cornered Broc, his entire body trembling, terror-filled eyes glued to the cyvoth. 
 
    “Leave him,” Theo said after a few seconds of consideration, “he won’t be a threat without Mustane.” He called to Ribbon. 
 
    With a last growl and whip-snap of his tail, the animal turned and moved to his side. Shaya grabbed his boots, shirt and dagger sheath off the table and then they made for the tunnel entrance. Theo stopped there to check on Soel. 
 
    The man was standing again, looking down at Mustane’s body, holding the nobleman’s ghost metal sword in his right hand, Jayson’s silver saber in his left. He turned and met Theo’s eyes, staring for a long moment before giving him a short nod. Theo struggled to think of what to say, but gave up and simply returned the man’s nod with one of his own before following Shaya down the tunnel. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s dying. I’ve done everything I can, but his wounds...they’re bad,” Shaya was trembling and on the edge of tears. 
 
    They were in one of the bedrooms at the Castell manor, having used the same carriage to return as Shaya and Jayson had used to get to Theo. Whether it was pure luck or a blessing from the saints, they had escaped the Mustane manor without running into any resistance. 
 
    Jayson was lying unconscious on the large bed, his one good eye closed, the other side of his face masked with bandages. 
 
    Theo had been surprised by how much Shaya knew about treating wounds. He thought she’d done an incredible job under the circumstances, but even that didn’t seem to be enough. Theo looked down at his friend’s face, the image of the wound perfectly preserved in his mind. It had cut straight through the eyeball and sliced open both Jayson’s top and bottom lips. The memory twisted his gut every time it appeared, making him feel nauseous, but the worst part was knowing he had been the cause. 
 
    What have I done to you, Jayson? He put a hand on the side of Jayson’s head, suddenly wishing he’d spent more time with his friend, wishing he had gotten over the awkwardness to tell Jayson how much he meant. Hot tears began to form in his eyes and he looked away, turning his attention to the others in the room, not even trying to disguise his pain. 
 
    Ribbon was lying on the floor, head up, tail restlessly twitching. The cyvoth seemed to have some understanding that something was wrong and he watched Theo intently. 
 
    Theo glanced at Shaya. 
 
    Tears immediately began spilling down her cheeks when she saw that he was crying. “I’m sorry,” she choked out. 
 
    Theo smiled at her through his own tears, “You did everything you could. More than I would have been able to.” 
 
    Shaya sobbed loudly and put her head in her hands. The pain of seeing her like that only magnified his own. He had an urge to reach out and pull her into his arms, to comfort her. He looked behind to where Lord Castell stood, solemnly watching, with one arm around Tess. 
 
    The girl wasn’t crying, though her face was draw together in a pained look. Theo felt a new, more intimate appreciation for what she had endured, losing both her parents. 
 
    So much strength, in such a small body. The thought brought a sad smile to his lips. Then, a completely different thought occurred to him. He glanced from Tess back to Shaya. 
 
    “There might be something else we could do.” 
 
    Shaya looked up at him, eyes stained red. “What?” 
 
    He turned back, looking Tess in the eye, “Tess. I think you can help save Jayson, but it will be painful. I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to, but I think your blood might be able to heal him.” 
 
    “My blood?” Tess said, grabbing the thick scars on her wrist where Mustane had cut her over and over again. He saw her breath quicken and her little face twist in fear at some horrible memory. 
 
    “Her blood?” Lord Castell objected, pulling Tess a little closer to him. 
 
    “Please trust me on this,” Theo said to Shaya’s father. 
 
    The man frowned then gave a short nod, “Alright then.” 
 
    Theo knelt down in front of her and took one of her hands. Can I really ask her to do this? He swallowed hard, “Only if you want to.” 
 
    Tess took several deep breaths then looked into his eyes. He saw fear and uncertainty but he also saw resolve. 
 
    “Only if you want to,” he repeated quietly. 
 
    Tess swallowed, then nodded, holding her wrist out to him. In that moment, the girl’s absolute selflessness hit Theo. He braced himself, feeling fresh tears forming. 
 
    “Shaya, I need a cup,” he said. He pulled out one of his daggers and set the edge on Tess’s wrist. Her whole body was trembling now, but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    Shaya brought a small tea cup over, holding it under Tess’s wrist, anticipating what Theo was about to do. 
 
    “Tess, you’re one of the bravest people I’ve ever met,” Theo said. 
 
    Tess opened her mouth to say something and Theo cut open her wrist. She gasped and gritted her teeth. 
 
    Theo let the blood drip until there was a small pool at the bottom of the cup, then allowed Shaya to wrap the wound. 
 
    He took the cup to the bed, bending over Jayson. Please, saints, let this work. He opened Jayson's mouth and poured the contents in, then pinched his nose and held his jaw shut. Jayson convulsed once, swallowed, then coughed, splattering Theo with drops of blood. He barely noticed, just hoping enough of it had gone down his friend’s throat. Theo set the cup down on the bedside table and turned to look at the others. 
 
    “Now what?” Shaya asked. 
 
    “Now we have to wait. Wait and hope,” Theo said. 
 
    He looked at Lord Castell who gave a nod and a grim smile before leading Tess towards the doorway. 
 
    “I will find her something to eat. You stay with your friend,” the nobleman said as he disappeared out the door. 
 
    Theo looked over at Shaya. She seemed so small, even smaller than normal, so delicate and vulnerable. The urge to hold her returned and this time he didn’t stop himself, reaching out and wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close. He felt her arms come up and press against his back, clinging with a desperate tightness, her head resting under his chin. He leaned away slightly and placed a gentle kissed on the soft skin of her forehead. Shaya sighed and he felt her press further into his hug. They stayed like that, just the heat of their bodies and their hearts, beating together. 
 
      
 
    The cold fall breeze of Stillwood hit Theo’s face, blowing his hair to the side. He watched Lord Castell, dressed in a black and silver suit, resting one hand on the headstone in front of him. 
 
    “We had our disagreements, old man, but you were a good grandfather to Shaya,” Lord Castell said to the stone, punctuating his sentence with a grunting laugh. He turned and stepped back, giving Theo a pat on the shoulder. 
 
    Theo glanced from him to Tess and Shaya. The girls were wearing matching plain black dresses, Shaya looking much more comfortable in hers than Tess. 
 
    Shaya looked expectantly at him, waiting. 
 
    Theo gave her a weak smile, then stepped forward, bending down and looking at the name carved into the stone. 
 
    Gin Ru Castell. 
 
    It was a very simple headstone. No extra designs or added words. That seemed to fit the old man. 
 
    Well, It’s done. I stopped Mustane. It took some help, but he’s gone. Wherever you are now, you can finally rest easy. Theo stood. Short and sweet, just like you would want. He gave the stone a firm pat then stepped back with the others. 
 
    “Tess?” Lord Castell said, gently nudging the girl forward. 
 
    Tess stepped up to the headstone and slowly traced her fingers over the lettering of Gin’s name, then she knelt in the grass in front of the two matching headstones of her parents. She put a hand on each and began whispering something too quiet for Theo to hear. After about a minute she stood, brushing off her dress and coming back to the others. 
 
    Theo saw tears in her eyes, but she seemed to be holding herself straighter, with her chin up, like she had finally let go of some heavy thing she had been carrying. Tess moved to stand between Shaya and Lord Castell, who both put an arm around her. 
 
    They all stood still, the only sound coming from the wind and the calls of small animals. 
 
    “Not to interrupt the moment, but I don’t think any of them would want us to spend our whole day just staring at their graves.” 
 
    Theo turned to look at where Jayson was standing, one hand scratching Ribbon behind the ear. His eyes immediately went to the side of Jayson’s face where Mustane had cut him. 
 
    Tess’s blood had healed his eye, giving him his sight back, and had also healed the skin of his face. Even so, he was left with a long, very noticeable scar from forehead to chin. 
 
    Jayson had told Theo several times not to blame himself, but with each new look at his friend’s marred face, Theo felt a twinge of guilt. 
 
    “Jayson is right. Shaya, would you take Tess and Ribbon back to the estate? We’ll be right behind.” 
 
    Shaya nodded and took Tess’s hand, calling to Ribbon as she started back toward the city walls. She looked back over her shoulder and smiled at Theo. 
 
    His own smile almost became a laugh as he watched a bit of her silver hair come loose and whip across her eyes. Then the three of them were gone, lost among the bamboo and ironwood trees. 
 
    “She likes you,” Jayson said. 
 
    Theo brought himself back and turned to his friend. “I know,” it came out sounding a little too defensive. His eyes darted to Lord Castell, but the nobleman had an unreadable expression on his face. 
 
    “I mean, she like, likes you,” Jayson said. 
 
    “Yes, I got it the first time,” Theo said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jayson held up his hand defensively. “Just wanted to be sure. You tend to be pretty dense when it comes to women.” 
 
    His words brought back memories of a blue-eyed, curly-haired girl. Terribly painful memories that Theo had been intent on forgetting. He searched another direction to steer the conversation, mind going back over the many events of the previous week. He frowned as a question emerged, “About that night, when you found me in Mustane’s dungeon.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “How did you know I would be there?” Theo asked. 
 
    “Oh that? Simple actually. I found that note on your bed. I guessed that you had gone to Mustane’s estate, so I got Ribbon from the Castell manor to track your scent. He has an excellent nose, by the way. I tried, but couldn’t talk Shaya out of coming along. She was very, very worried about you,” Jayson said with a wink. 
 
    And we are back to Shaya. Theo looked at Lord Castell again, who gave him a wink as well. He felt his face flushing and cleared his throat loudly, trying to think of something completely unrelated this time. 
 
    Lord Castell saved him. “Mustane’s death has turned the whole city upside down. Those who worked for him are still fighting, arguing over how to divide up his wealth and property. He had no children, and from what I hear, no will that names a successor. I wouldn’t be surprised if things turn bloody at the Mustane estate. Besides that, he has left a void of power that the other nobles are racing to fill. My sources tell me that both Lord Halion and Lord Brickheart are trying to buy up Mustane’s shipping monopoly. I would have expected Lord Silvermoor to be a part of that, but he seems to have taken the loss of his daughter very hard. Something I can understand and sympathize with.” 
 
    “Sounds like a lot of politics that I don’t want to be anywhere near,” Theo replied, feeling another dagger of pain at the mention of Annie. 
 
    “In Alanthos, the politics affects us all, whether we want it to or not. But speaking of things that might be more interesting to you, Theo, the night watch has been reporting a marked increase in nighttime crimes. Mostly robberies it sounds like, but they caught one man who was wearing a mask and disguise. The Black Saint has inspired both the upstanding citizens and the criminals alike,” Lord Castell replied. 
 
    Theo furrowed his eyebrows and began rubbing at the scar on his chin, “Maybe it’s time for the Black Saint to retire permanently.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so quick to come to that conclusion.” Lord Castell stepped over and set a hand on his shoulder, “The city had many problems before the Black Saint and it will have problems even if he disappears forever. No, I think overall his presence has been a net good.” 
 
    “But there’s more good still to be done,” Theo said, finishing Lord Castell’s thought. 
 
    The round man laughed and stepped between Jayson and Theo, giving them both a hard slap on the back. “Much, much more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The darkness of the city street felt deeper tonight. Desari wasn’t a stranger to Alanthos nights. She had spent an uncountable number of them, both as a child and an adult, creeping through alleyways and past night watchmen. The shadowy streets were her second home. 
 
    But things had changed. 
 
    She’d never enjoyed working for Mustane, and did her best not to think about the more distasteful things the man had been involved with. Sometimes it was unavoidable—when he’d forced her to get her hands dirty. When that happened, the best she could do was detach from her conscience, numb herself to any emotions. The world was a monster that chewed people up, spat them out and left them bleeding on the street corner. The only thing a girl could do was look out for herself. And the few she loves, Desari reminded herself. 
 
    Working for Mustane had provided her with protection from the other criminals, a dry place to sleep, and something warm in her stomach every day. 
 
    Now Mustane was dead. 
 
    Just like that, her stable life had collapsed, leaving her right back where she never wanted to be. Alone. 
 
    No. You’re not alone this time. Desari waited for the night watchman to pass, then slipped from the shadows, across the street into the safety of another alley. She glanced down at the bag of bandages and ointment on her belt. This time she had someone else to take care of. Someone she was willing to risk her own neck for. 
 
    Desari pictured Broc. Not as he was now—wounded, scratched and bitten, traumatized by the beast that boy kept as a pet—but as she knew him to be. She saw him standing tall and wide, a mountain of safety, inviting her to rest against his side. She thought of his arms—each as big around as her waist—pulling her in, with the power to crush her, but holding her with such care and delicacy that she’d never once been afraid. 
 
    Others—men and women both—couldn’t see the real Broc. They were too terrified by his size, intimidated by his strength. The real Broc was a boy who had had several bites taken out of him by the monster that was life. His heart bore countless scars of partially healed wounds; fears, rejections, betrayals. It was something they both shared, a brokenness that connected them. 
 
    There was a sudden sound behind Desari, causing her heart to jump. She froze in the darkness, holding her breath and slowly turning her head. There was a muted squawk and a moment later a nightcaller took to the air, flapping its wings noiselessly. 
 
    Desari let her breath out slowly. Relax, you’ve been out on thousands of other nights like this. The self-reassurance didn’t do much to calm her nerves. She was about to start down the alley again when she heard another sound, something scratching on stone, behind and above her. Desari forced herself not to stop and look. She wasn’t one of those pampered, stuck up noble women that got agitated when the wrong person so much as looked at them. She was tough. She was a survivor. 
 
    Desari turned the corner of the alley as it headed north, and stopped dead in her tracks, the hair on her arms standing up, heart suddenly racing. 
 
    The hooded figure stood motionless, appearing as a wraith of judgment with its grey-white, almost featureless mask. The figure said nothing and made no move towards her. 
 
    That only made her heart beat even harder, sounding like a drum in her ears. 
 
    Desari tried to still her trembling body. She shouldn’t be afraid. She knew who it was behind the mask. Theo, the man who was barely more than a boy. She’d fought him before—beaten him once, even. Yet here in the dark of the alley, all alone, she couldn’t see the young man she’d paralyzed into unconsciousness. All she saw was the legend; the ghost who haunted the Alanthian streets and alleys like something straight out of one of her nightmares. It was all too much. 
 
    Desari charged, mouth open in a silent, defiant scream. She reached her arms out, seeing too late that there was almost no exposed skin for her to touch. She would have to go for his neck or somehow get the mask off. Desari prided herself on her fighting prowess. She’d beaten many men, all larger and stronger than herself. She’d had to in order to survive. But the masked man flowed so easily around her attacks that she felt like an uncoordinated child. It was as if she was attempting to grab the shadows themselves. 
 
    Desari moved quicker, desperation and fear fueling her body. The figure ducked as she grabbed for his hood, but her other hand was ready, reaching for where his neck was going to be. She felt a gloved hand clamp down on her wrist like an iron shackle. She threw a punch at his stomach with her free hand but it was batted away then seized along with the first. She brought a leg up to kick him hard in the groin but the figure had twisted to the side causing her foot to miss. This was nothing like the boy she’d remembered beating back at the Silvermoor estate. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    It was the sound more than the word itself that caused her to freeze. She let her body go limp, her arms trapped, held over her head. 
 
    “Please,” she begged, feeling herself breaking down, “Mustane is gone, I don’t work for him anymore. Please, I’m not doing anything wrong. I was getting bandages, see? My lover is hurt,” she tried to point down at her belt but her wrists were held tightly. She knew she was rambling, but couldn’t stop herself. The figure didn’t look down at her belt, his masked face stayed on hers. 
 
    “You know who I am.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Desari swallowed a large lump. “I won’t tell anyone. I swear, please, I swear it on my life, I swear on the city, on the saints.” 
 
    The figure watched her, his eyes hidden by the shadows of the mask. He released his grip on her wrists and Desari flinched, expecting a blow. None came, and she looked back at the faceless man. 
 
    “I’m letting you go this time.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank—” 
 
    He held up a hand, “But, if you or Broc tell anyone my identity, if you try to hurt any of my friends, or if I find you involved with anything criminal, I will find you. I will find you, and I won’t show mercy. Understand?” 
 
    Desari nodded, her mouth as dry as the Resnyian drylands. She no longer thought of the man in front of her as Theo Anamanth. No, he—it was something else. Something that scared her, scared her in a way she’d never been scared of anything before. 
 
    The figure took a step back, molding into the shadows of the alley until only the white of his mask was visible. “Go,” the floating face ordered. 
 
    Desari opened her mouth, taking several deep, calming breaths. She glanced down at her bag, checking that she hadn’t lost anything in the fight. It was all still there. She looked up but there was no sign of the figure. She glanced both ways along the alley but it was completely empty. 
 
    Desari was alone in the darkness once more. 
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