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Chapter One: 
In Which Daphne and Megan Meet a Thief 
 
     “Who’s there?” The figure in the shadows asked in a deep, gruff 
voice. The arrow, half pulled on the tense string, hung poised in the air. 
The black hood hid his eyes, but his clean-shaven jaw was set. He 
shifted, growing impatient for a response. “Speak up.” 
The two shadows in the corner shifted nervously. One stood up. “We- we 
sort of… fell… into the game…” 
     The thief’s eyes narrowed. “What game?” 
     Inching into a standing position, the second shadow whispered to the 
first, “Megan… I don’t think this is such a good idea…” 
     “Shut up,” the first shadow hissed back, “I’m thinking, okay?” 
     With caution, the thief moved his hand slowly to an arrow marked by 
a red feather in his quiver. His gloved fingers felt the texture of the fletch 
at last, and with a deft, lightning fast move, the first arrow fell to the 
floor, instantly replaced by the brilliant blazing fire arrow. Light from the 
tip cascaded into the room, showing everything. The thief’s eyes 
widened. “Little girls? Here?” 
     The first girl, with her glasses glinting with reflected light, squared her 
shoulders. “Excuse me? Little girls? I’m seventeen for your 
information!” 
     The thief lowered the arrow, but continued to stare in amazement, not 
so much at the two girls standing before him, but at the clothes they were 
wearing. They were so… so… bizarre… The bolder of the two wore a 
shirt that looked somewhat like a very short tunic, but with no belt, 
although she wore some sort of trousers underneath it. The tunic was a 
dark blue, almost black, with some sort of odd symbols on the front in a 
blood red. The trousers were fascinating as well, made of what appeared 
to be a very thick, coarse fabric, nothing like cotton or wool. They were a 
navy blue, and worn at the knees, so that in a few spots, the girl’s bare 
knees were visible. 
     The other girl wore similarly odd clothing, though her shirt on top 
seemed to be of a bit more elastic quality. Over that, the second girl was 
wearing a stiffer fabric shirt, with little red flowers splayed across it in no 
particular pattern. It was unbuttoned, and hung open loosely. Her trousers 
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were not of the same fabric as the first girl’s were, but of a rather tan, 
though not remotely hide-like, cloth. 
     Both looked as if they’d fallen out of- well, the thief couldn’t guess 
where. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. He stood up, with a 
completely puzzled expression on his face. “Who did you say you were?” 
     “Um, well,” the girl with the dark blue tunic said, shifting a glance at 
her companion, “I am called Megan of- of Fog’s End, and this- this is 
my-” 
     “Sister,” the second one hissed. 
     “-sister,” Megan of Fog’s End added slowly, “She is called- um-” 
     “Daphne of- Haylin Crossings,” Daphne of Haylin Crossings put in 
with an air of confidence. 
     “Where do you come from?” the thief asked, still looking stunned. 
“You mentioned- a game, I believe.” 
     Megan of Fog’s End cast a nervous glance at Daphne of Haylin 
Crossings. “Well, you see- we- we were brought here, accidentally, by- 
by-” 
     “The Trickster!” Daphne put in avidly. Megan cast her a withering 
glare. 
     “The Trickster!” the thief hissed, “You were brought here to kill me 
then!”  
           “No, no!” Megan insisted, “No, Garrett, you misunderstand. We 
aren’t supposed to be here at all- we got sucked into your game- that’s 
all, we don’t know how but-” 

The thief pulled the arrow taunt, watching the two girls with a 
furious eye down the shaft of the fire arrow. “Who are you to speak about 
Garrett, the master thief? Speak lively. If I release this arrow you’ll be 
killed instantly.” 

 The second girl squeaked, and immediately hid behind the first. 
“Megan! He’s going to kill us!” 

“No, he won’t,” the first said, keeping her eyes right on him, 
“He’s right outside a guard house. I’m surprised you’d even think to pull 
out a fire arrow so close to a window! You aren’t Garrett, are you?” 

 The thief cast a quick glance at the window not far from him, 
extinguishing the arrow immediately in his quiver. He moved silently in 
the shadows to look out onto the street. “The guards are gone!” he 
whispered, almost to himself. “They’ve left their posts!” He turned his 
shadowed face back in the direction where the two girls had stood in full 
view a moment before. “How do you know such things? How do you 
know Garrett? Are you thieves as well, then?” 
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“Who is he if he’s not Garrett!” the voice of the second girl 
whispered in the dark. 

“I don’t know! This is all so confused… Nothing’s right… This 
isn’t right! We’re not supposed to be in this game at all, Daphne! We’re 
supposed to be at my house, at the computer.” 

There was silence for a moment, then something thumped on the 
stairs below. The unnamed thief turned toward the door. A shadow had 
fallen over the step. With a silent move, he knocked an arrow and drew 
the string back to his chin… waiting… alert. Someone outside fumbled 
with the doorknob clumsily. Finally, the guard threw the door open. The 
shaft hissed through the air and embedded itself in the guard’s chest. He 
fell as silently as the arrow had flown. A squeak echoed from the corner. 
     “He killed him, Megan!” 
     There was a shout downstairs, and the sound of many boots began 
thudding up the staircase. 
     The thief whirled his cloak about him, and edged onto the windowsill. 
He was suddenly aware of two figures pressing against him on the side. 
“What are you doing?” He hissed. 
     “You aren’t going to leave us here to be killed, are you?” the first girl 
asked, angrily, but with a hint of fear. 
     “You think it matters to me?” He growled back, “I have to save my 
own skin!” 
     The guards were getting closer. They were on the second story now. 
     “Listen, we won’t tag along with you or anything, but could you at 
least spare us a rope arrow or a slow-fall potion? Something to make us a 
little less helpless?” 
     “You really are thieves!” he exclaimed. “Fine, I can spare an arrow, 
but not a potion. You’ll have to make do with that.” 
     “What about your bow? Can we use it?” the second voice asked as the 
first took the rope arrow from him. 
     “You can’t have my bow!” he hissed, “You said you needed an arrow, 
so I’ve given you an arrow! I have to go now, I can’t wait for you to try 
and shoot it! You should have thought of that!” 
     “Fine, we don’t need it,” the first hissed back, “Come on, Daphne, 
let’s get out of here.” 
     The thief rolled his eyes, drawing the flask of blue liquid from his 
cloak. With a quick swig, he downed the contents, and turned, poised to 
jump out the window. But he hesitated, watching the two scramble in the 
attempts to tie the rope and arrow around the pillar of stone separating 
the two windows. 
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     “Give it here,” he said at last, in frustration, aware that the slow-fall 
potion would be wearing off any minute. He slung the bow and shot the 
arrow into the wooden frame circling the building no more than three feet 
away from the window. “You’ll have to jump, but that’s all I can do for 
you. So go! GO!” 
     The first girl looked at the rope, her chest heaving. “It’s too far! We’ll 
never be able to jump that!” 
     The thief threw up his hands in exasperation. “Then die, alright? 
There isn’t much time, and there aren’t any other options unless you plan 
on fighting your way out bare handed!” 
     She swallowed hard. “Alright.” Squinting her eyes, as closed as they 
could be without impairing her sight too badly, she launched herself out 
of the window, catching the rope with a grunt. “It burns!” she cried. 
     “That’s why we wear gloves, you idiot! Get down! Now, you,” he 
growled to the girl Daphne, “Jump!” 
     The door burst open, and the guards shouted angrily. “He’s getting 
away!” 
     “Damn it!” he shouted, wrapping one arm around the girl’s waist, and 
jumping from the sill. 
     For a few moments, they seemed as though they were floating slowly 
down the first story, but suddenly, they heard a noise that resembled 
something like air being sucked out of a plastic bag, and they began 
plummeting toward the ground fast. The thief began swearing, as he 
positioned himself to take the blunt of the fall. They struck the ground 
hard, not rolling to break the impact. The thief grunted as his back 
slammed into the hard cobblestone street, and he winced at the shock of 
pain. 
     The guards’ shouts were muffled as they ran back toward the steps in 
the building. They could hear them coming down the stairs. The girl, 
Daphne, sat up, wincing at her turned ankle. “Are you okay?” she asked 
fearfully, casting a quick glance over her shoulder at the thief. He didn’t 
respond. “Megan!” she cried toward the figure leaping off the last few 
feet of rope. “Megan, I think he’s dead!” 
     “Is he breathing?” she asked, running over. 
     “Yeah- yeah, he is!” 
     “Then he’s not dead,” Megan groaned as she pulled his arm over her 
shoulder. 
     “You shouldn’t move someone if they’ve fallen like that!” Daphne 
said, “He might have broken his back! You could cause more damage!” 
     “Shut up! He’ll be dead if we don’t move him! Come on, let’s go!” 
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Half carrying, half dragging, Megan began moving toward the open 
sewer system that flowed directly past the buildings. Daphne limped after 
her, casting worried glances back at the door of the building. She could 
hear the guards coming. 
     With a splash, the three figures landed in the clear, neck-deep water, 
and moved toward a shadowed area. “The guards won’t come down 
here,” Megan whispered, “If we stay put, they’ll eventually give up.” 
     “But what about him?” Daphne asked, casting a worried glance at the 
thief, who’s head was barely being kept above the water by Megan’s 
shoulder. 
     “I don’t know,” for the first time, Megan sounded worried. “Look in 
his pockets. See if he’s got a healing potion.” 
     Daphne dug around in the long folds of cloth in the cloak, turning up 
nothing but a small pouch of silver, a flash bomb, and a ring. “No 
potion,” she whispered. 
     “Well, he’s got some money- we’ll see if we can buy one 
somewhere…” 
     “Or steal one,” Daphne added slyly. 
     Megan smirked. “You’re getting into the game again.” 
     Daphne giggled, “So are you, Miss I-can-escape-onto-a-rope-arrow-
from-a-window!” 
     Although tempted to laugh at the voice in which her friend made fun 
of her, Megan restrained, as did Daphne. There were voices not far from 
them. 
     “Come out, Me Taffers!” a thick-witted voice called through the ever-
drawing night. “Here now! Here chickie, chickie.” 
     “What do we do if they hear us?” Daphne whispered. 
     “What’s that? Thought I heard something…” The guard drew closer. 
     Megan pinched Daphne’s ear and drew it close to her lips. “Not use to 
being heard yet, are you?” 
     “Ow,” Daphne frowned back, rubbing her ear once Meg had released 
it. 
     The guard above searched around for a bit longer, but after a time, the 
two girls heard his footsteps disappear into the dark streets. Megan 
sighed openly, shifting the weight of the nameless thief on her shoulder. 
His hood, in the rush to escape, had fallen back, and strands of his rather 
long, black hair had come loose from the leather thongs that had kept 
them pulled away from his face. For a moment, his head dipped into the 
water, and Daphne quickly got his face out again. 
     She looked at him for a moment, his damp strands sticking to his 
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brow, and said in a rather soft voice to Megan, “He’s rather attractive 
without the hood, isn’t he?” 
     Megan rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on! We don’t have time for that, 
Daphne! We fell into a computer game, remember? He isn’t real. In fact, 
he shouldn’t even exist. For some reason, the game is not centered on 
Garrett, as we’d thought. There are other thieves in this place, along with, 
no doubt, other dangers. The Trickster, if it was his fault, is only one. 
And while I wouldn’t put it past him to do something like this, I don’t 
think he had a hand in it…” 
     “What makes you say that?” Daphne asked, beginning to move toward 
the ladder leading to the main street. 
     “I don’t know… Here- hold on!” Megan hissed as Daphne’s hand 
grasped the first rung. “I can’t possibly carry him around on the streets. If 
the guards are still looking, we won’t be so lucky if they spot us!” 
     “Alright, alright! Follow me then, I have an idea where we might find 
some healing potion or something…” she began moving toward the other 
end, where the pipe system wrapped around a corner and out of sight. 
     Megan eyed the curve dubiously through her water-speckled glasses. 
“Do you have any idea where you’re going?” 
     “Sure I do!” Daphne growled, “I’m not incompetent. I played the 
game as well as you, you know!” 
     “This isn’t a game anymore! I’m guessing, but I doubt we have the 
option to start over if we DIE. And if I remember correctly, you DIED a 
LOT. Let’s try to keep this a little stealthier, and a little less- hmm- fatal. 
Could you try that, please?” 
     Daphne giggled, and continued to move forward. “I’ll try, I promise. 
Ouch-” she cast a doleful glance back at her companion, “And I’ve got 
something to tell you- things hurt here. I fell, twisted my ankle, and it 
hurts. Megan-” her voice trembled, “Megan, what if we can’t use the 
healing potions? What if it only works for game characters?” 
     The two figures in the back lagged a little, water lapping at their faces, 
and Megan, after some silence, finally said, “We have to find Garrett.” 
     The leader stopped, looking back. “What?” she whispered. 
     “We have to find Garrett. He’s the only one who might know if 
something strange is going on. He’s the only person we can go to, after 
all. The guards already instinctively hate us, and we’ve given them no 
reason to think we mean no harm, and the Hammers, or the Mechanists, 
or anyone else won’t believe us.” Megan stopped, lifting the thief up 
again, and shifting him to her back, clutching both his arms around her 
neck. “And,” she added, growled half choked by the man’s weight, “We 
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have to find out how we got here. That’s the only way we’ll figure out 
how to get back.” 
     “Right,” Daphne agreed, then murmured, “Though you must admit, 
this is rather cool. Being thieves? Running around stealing things, killing 
people?” 
     “Daphne. This isn’t a game anymore. We’re not just killing poorly 
animated artificial intelligences. We’re killing people. Real people. With 
homes and families to go back to. And we’ve got homes to go back to as 
well. Who knows how long we’ve already been gone?” 
     “Maybe time froze in real life, and only five minutes will have passed 
or something…” 
     “And maybe it hasn’t, and our families are worried sick, and are 
positive something terrible has happened… what will happen to us if they 
turn the computer off? Maybe everything here will cease to exist, did you 
ever think about that?” 
     Turning her face away, Daphne watched the moonlight shiver on the 
surface of the water. “I’m cold,” she said softly, “Let’s get out of this 
water and onto the streets. We’re far enough from the guard house now.” 
     She led the way to the nearest ladder, helping Megan to hoist the 
unconscious thief onto the cobblestones above. Silently, she massaged 
her ankle while her companion worked to get their newest companion 
back onto her shoulder again. 
     “Sorry I can’t help you with him,” she whispered, struggling to her 
feet again. 
     Megan shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. You’re hurt, too. Just 
keep a sharp eye out for people. I won’t be able to move very fast with 
this guy, and you won’t move fast with that ankle. Doesn’t leave much 
room for stealth. Where are we going anyway?” 
     “To the pub on that corner,” Daphne pointed to the lights not far 
ahead, where there was a distinct buzz of commotion inside. 
     “Are you crazy?!” Megan hissed, “You think we can bring in an 
unconscious guy, prop him up in a chair, and not look conspicuous? Oh! 
And let me add, he already went white after seeing our clothes! We don’t 
fit in!” 
     “Calm down!” Daphne hissed back, her eyes glinting mischievously. 
“We aren’t going anywhere. I’m going to go in alone, you stay in this 
alley with him.” 
     “That’s crazy! You’re hurt. You can’t just go-” 
     A quick hand gesture killed the argument. “That’s right. I’m hurt- put 
him down here- so it won’t seem odd for me to go in and ask for a 
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healing potion or two. Here, let me at him.” She bent down and undid the 
clasp of the thief’s long black cloak, and slipped off his boots. Then, after 
wringing out the water, she threw it over her shoulders, and switched 
shoes. When she pulled up the hood, her face was completely hidden. 
     “Hey, that’s not bad,” Megan said, “but still- you’re hurt-” 
     “I’ll be fine. I won’t get into trouble or anything. Besides, you’ve 
done your part helping him, now it’s my turn.” 
     Megan rolled her eyes. “Oh, so that’s it. You want to do it so you can 
say you were the one to heal him or whatever silly ‘I saved you’ thing 
you can think of.” 
     “No, that’s not it,” Daphne hissed defensively, “I happen to feel that 
it’s my duty since he get hurt while trying to rescue me.” 
     “Sure, that’s it.” 
     “Fine,” she said in a huff, “don’t believe me, but it’s the truth. Don’t 
tell me you wouldn’t feel responsible if he’d been hurt on your account!” 
Megan didn’t respond, and Daphne straightened the hood. “Alright. This 
is it. I’ll be back before you know it!” With that, she began limping 
toward the pub. 
               
     Inside, everything was smoky and smelled like liquor, and when 
Daphne finally found a table, it was piled with used whiskey bottles and 
plates partially filled with foul looking food. Everyone in the place 
looked like they came from a shifty background, and none of them 
looked at all like Garrett. Though I suppose Garrett wouldn’t be seen if 
he didn’t want to be… she thought to herself, drawing the hood further 
out to cover her face. 
     A busty waitress in a low cut wench’s dress swaggered over to the 
table. “Kin I getcha ‘a draught or be it a meal yer lookin’ aft’?” 
     “No-” Daphne realized her voice a moment after she’d spoken, 
shifting it quickly to a gruff tone, “No. I- er- be ‘a lookin’ aft’ somemutt 
call one ‘er dem healin’ potions, missy, if’n yer understand.” 
     The waitress leaned in closer, her chest looking as though it would 
tumble from the bodice that kept it in at any moment. “Auw,” she smiled 
a crooked, ugly smile. Several of her teeth were missing, and her nose 
looked a little off center. “I getcher meanin’, sar, an’ I donno if’n I kern 
help yer in tha’ depart’e’ment. Less’ yer mak eet worth me’ while…” 
She chuckled, deep and throaty, in a truly detestable manner, and Daphne 
had to hide the disgust in her voice at the overpowering smell of liquor 
on the woman’s breath. 
     “O, I kin mak eet worth yer while, missy,” Daphne said, dropping the 
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purse of silver on the table, but keeping her hand over it. This lady will 
rob me blind if I don’t watch her. “But I wan’ yer werd as ah strong 
woman ter get me what I ask.” 
     She smiled her nasty grin at the stranger who was Daphne. “Sher 
thing. Ye’s got me word. Now, hand o’r the money.” 
     “No, the good’s ferst.” Daphne closed her hand around the purse. 
     “Alright, I’ll gets yer goods…” the woman continued smiling over her 
shoulder as she walked toward the back of the pub toward the bar. 
Something wasn’t right. She had gone over to the bartender, and was 
talking avidly to him about something, casting knowing glances over in 
Daphne’s area. 
     She picked up two small bottles of a golden liquid, and placed them 
into her bodice, before swaggering back over to the table. The bartender 
motioned for three men to draw near, and he pointed toward the waitress. 
The three shady men looked over at Daphne. Daphne felt the hairs on the 
back of her neck stand up. 
     “I got’s yer goods, missy, naw hand or’ the purse.” The waitress’s 
smile broadened. Something was definitely up. 
     “Put ‘em on the table, an’ ye’ll get the purse.” 
     The three men had come up behind the waitress, dark looks covered 
their faces. “Step aside, Quanda,” the leader of them said, not waiting for 
her to move of her own accord before pushing her brutally out of the way 
with his massive, trunk-like arm. “I hear we got’s ourselves ah liar, 
boys.” 
     Daphne moved to pull the purse back into her cloak, but the man’s 
hand pinned her arm to the table. “Not just yet, missy.” 
     “Yer tamperin’ with the wrong feller,” Daphne tried to growl, but her 
voice quivered. 
     “Well, maybe we would be if ye’s were ah feller,” he grinned in much 
the same manner as the waitress. “But ye’s a wench. Quanda say she saw 
yer hand. And lookit here,” his eyes fell to the hand clutching the silver, 
“she were right. It’s too small and dainty to be ah man’s hand.” With a 
move like the strike of a viper, he threw her hood back and knotted his 
hand in her hair. Daphne winced. “And she were right, o were she right.” 
     “Let go!” Daphne yelled, her fear heightening along with her anger. 
Her hands! Why hadn’t she taken the thief’s gloves too? 
     “Not jest yet, not jest yet. I’d like to know what a pretty gerl like 
you’s doin’ all alone in this here city. You ain’t one of the bar maids, and 
you ain’t one of Johnny’s wenches on the street, so you’s gots to be 
someone new. And from the looks ah you, someone important.” 
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     “That’s what you think?” she demanded, “Well, sir, you’d be wrong. 
I’m nothing more than a street urchin. Not more than this silver to my 
name, and I stole it off some guy I found floating in the river. If you’re 
expecting ransom-” 
     The burly man laughed a great, booming laugh. “Ransom? Come naw, 
ye think that’s what we’r aft’? It’d be more fun tah jest kill yah and leave 
yer body somewhere on the street.” He reached behind him, releasing her 
arm, but keeping a tight grip on her hair. From the back of his belt, he 
pulled out a long, cruel looking dagger. 
     “If yeh cutt’em at the throat, they don’ make no noise, see? Don’ want 
to attract no guards, naw do we? Might be out lookin’ for a gerl like 
you…” 
     That’s true enough! Daphne thought with irony. 
     The man brought the blade up to her throat. “It’s been a pleas’ur doin’ 
business wich yer, missy.” 
 
 
     Megan sat quietly, staring at the moon and stars. Nothing looked 
familiar. It wasn’t like she knew any of the constellations anyway, even if 
she’d been looking at the sky above her house. I was supposed to learn 
that next year in astronomy, she thought, looking away and resting her 
cheek on her drawn up knees.  Don’t think that’ll happen now. Who 
knows? We’re probably going to find that there is no way back. Some 
stupid trick sucked us in, and no one will ever know. Our faces will be on 
milk cartons years from now, and people will look at them and say, ‘isn’t 
that sad? At seventeen, gone.’ And the police will stop looking for us. 
And our families will forget us. 
     A tear pearled up in the corner of her eye, and just as it threatened to 
fall, the thief shifted and groaned. Crushing the tear into oblivion, Megan 
crept to his side in the shadows. 
     “I won’t tell you anything,” he managed to whisper hoarsely. 
     “Shh!” Megan hissed, “You don’t have to! You’re safe, for now.” 
     “I can’t- shit!” he gritted his teeth in pain, “Everything hurts! And 
I’m- wet…” 
     Megan looked up suddenly, listening intently to the night. Footsteps 
were drawing near, and with the steps, a low voiced conversation about a 
thief escaping by the guard house. 
     “Come on,” she whispered, barely audible, as she grabbed the thief by 
his armpits and began dragging him toward the back of the alley. The 
footsteps were nearly at the entrance now. The thief was in serious pain, 
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she could tell, but he kept silent amazingly well. 
     When she’d backed up so far into the alley that she bumped into the 
wall, Megan lowered the thief slowly to the ground. He let out a sharp 
gasp, but that was all. In the dim light she could see his face contorted in 
pain, tiny silver tears streamed down the creases of his young face, but he 
remained absolutely silent. His chest was heaving painfully, but he 
focused his eyes and grit his teeth in a clear show of determination to 
manage. 
     The guards at the end of the alley stopped, and they could be heard 
clearly. 
     “Well, good night, Larry. I’ll see you on tomorrow’s shift,” the one 
closest to the alley said. 
     “Sure thing, Paxton, see you then.” And the other guard walked on 
until his footsteps disappeared. 
     The other guard stood waiting, then turned down the alley. Megan 
swallowed hard, her heart began racing. She tried to pull the thief in 
closer, so the guard wouldn’t step on his legs, but there wasn’t any more 
room. The guard walked up directly next to them, and he pulled 
something that jingled from his pocket. He jingled it for a moment, and 
Megan prepared herself to be attacked with iron cuffs and chains. But 
nothing happened. Then quite suddenly, there was a click, and to her 
horror, Megan realized they were not in an alleyway, but a walkway to 
the front door of a home! 

Light from inside cascaded over them, blinding them. They sat in 
the brilliant light for a few silent moments, until things began to settle 
back into sight. The guard stood looking right down at them. 

“What’s all this?” he asked, gazing at them with surprise. 
Megan couldn’t think of a thing to say. They were caught! 

“Please don’t hurt us,” she finally said at last, “We didn’t mean to cause 
your men trouble! Honest we didn’t!” 

“Speak for yourself,” the thief managed to growl. 
She kicked him lightly in the shoulder, just enough to make him 

bite down hard and gasp for air. “Can’t you see we’re no threat to you? 
What does it matter if you let us go? It can’t mean that much to you! 
Maybe we can strike a bargain. Maybe in exchange for us, we can catch 
two more thieves…” 

“So you’re thieves, then,” the guard called Paxton mused, rubbing 
his chin thoughtfully. “You know, this could mean a promotion for me if 
I turn you in.” But it didn’t sound as if he planned on carrying out his 
thought. 
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“Please, please let us go. We mean no harm, honestly,” Megan 
pleaded, jabbing the thief again before he could make another comment. 

The guard watched them for a moment and then said in a gentle 
voice, “I can’t possibly let you go in your condition. You both look like 
drowned rats. And, since I’m off duty, and I don’t like to bring work into 
my home, I won’t turn you in tonight. Stay here, and tomorrow, after 
you’re rested and patched up, we’ll see.” He then went over to the thief, 
who still lay, looking thoroughly confused, and the man named Paxton 
lifted him to his feet, holding one arm over his shoulders. 

“Paxton! Paxton, we heard about the thie-” a stout woman bustled 
up to the doorway and stood gawking at the odd sight. “What on earth-!” 

“I found these two out on the street, badly beaten by some 
muggers, it seems. This poor fellow seemed to get the brunt of it, but his 
sister here- she stayed with him, and it seems she managed to pull him 
out of the river where the muggers’ had tossed him.” Paxton helped the 
thief into the kitchen and propped him up by the open fire under the large 
soup kettle. 

“Oh, my heavens!” Mrs. Paxton gasped, immediately going over 
to Megan and patting her on the shoulder. “You’re soaked to the bone, 
my poor courageous dear! Come, come, let me get you in some dry 
clothes. We haven’t much to spare, but my oldest daughter just got 
married to a rich man, so I do have dress or two of hers that might fit.” 
She pulled Megan along with her arm, and drew her into a back room. 
There was a single bed there, with a small body lying in it, snoring 
peacefully. 

“Right over here,” the woman whispered, “and please try to keep 
your voice down, Otto’s sleeping.” The little boy stirred in his sleep a bit, 
and then fell quiet again. 

The woman withdrew a dress from the drawers of an old boudoir, 
and held it up to Megan as if to visually measure the size. “I think that’ll 
do nicely,” she said with a smile. “Here, put it on, I’ll make sure none of 
the boys come in.” Megan cast a quick glance at the sleeping figure on 
the bed. “Oh, don’t worry,” Mrs. Paxton smiled, “Otto sleeps like the 
dead, and he don’t wake until he wants to.” 

Megan kept a close eye on him, all the same, as she stripped 
down and got herself into the dress. It fit decently, not perfectly, but well 
enough to work. She bundled up her clothes and hid them behind her 
back. The slight chance that her odd clothes hadn’t been noticed at first 
while wet was just luck, she wouldn’t give them another chance to see it. 
Mrs. Paxton looked out the door, then began clicking her tongue at 
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something in the kitchen. 
“No, no! Paxton! You don’t stir the soup like that!” She bustled 

out of the room, leaving Megan to attempt lacing the back of the dress by 
herself. 

As she stretched her arms behind her, Megan looked down at the 
bed and saw the little boy sitting upright, watching her. She was so 
shocked, she jumped a bit, and turned her back to him immediately. 
“How long have you been awake?” she hissed. 

He shrugged. “Long enough.” 
Megan flushed. He seemed to pick up on the silence. “You 

shouldn’t be ashamed, you’ve got a nice body.” 
“Why you cheeky little pervert!” She hissed, clenching her fists. 

“You’re lucky this dress isn’t laced up or I’d- I’d-” 
“My goodness, what is the commotion in here- oh! Otto! You’re 

awake.” Mrs. Paxton put her hands on her hips. 
“Smelled the soup,” Otto said. 
“You and your stomach!” Mrs. Paxton chuckled, “Now get along! 

You can’t be watching us women folk back here!” 
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and obediently left the room. 
“A good boy, that one,” his mother said beaming, “Come now, let 

me do these laces for you.” 
The little boy came out into the kitchen with the other two men, 

looking positively pleased with himself. While his father’s back was 
turned, he looked over at the thief with a smirk and whispered, “Got 
yourself a good woman, you do. Wouldn’t mind her rescuing my butt 
sometime.” He gave the thief a tremendous wink. 

The thief leaned back in the chair, rubbing his head with his one 
good arm. “This is too wrong for words,” he sighed, half to himself. 
“Why didn’t I just jump when I had the chance?” 

“Here you go,” Mrs. Paxton said as she came into the room, 
followed by the somewhat self-conscious Megan. When the dress was 
properly laced in the back, it fit her quite well, though there was so much 
skirt to the dress, she felt a little lost in it. The thief managed to turn his 
head a bit to look, his eyebrows raising ever so slightly, until he turned 
his face back to the fire. 

“I’ve found a flask of healing potion, kept it for some time in case 
Paxton needed it,” the woman said as she came over to his side. “Here 
you are, dear. Oh, you poor thing. Well, you take this, and while it’s 
working, I’ll go see if we’ve not got something you can wear until these 
things are dry.” When she smiled, little crow’s feet extended down her 
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face, and Megan noticed the few gray hairs at the woman’s temples. With 
a huff, she hustled into the room adjoining the room Otto had been 
sleeping in. 

The thief winced, lifting the flask to his lips to down the liquid. It 
seemed to help the moment he took it. The color slowly faded back into 
his cheeks, and his brow, which had been creased with pain, relaxed. He 
sat, eyes closed, silently as the potion did it’d job, and when it had finally 
finished, he slouched forward and placed the empty flask onto the table. 

“Thanks,” he grunted, lounging back in the chair, and with a 
ceremonious gesture, he pulled out the leather tie from his hair and began 
slicking it back again, tight across his head. When he had gotten it as he 
liked, he bound the hair up again, and looked about the kitchen. 

The guard, Paxton, was stirring the soup again, this time in the 
proper manner that Mrs. Paxton had shown him, and he looked positively 
cheerful. “We don’t get guests much,” he smiled over at the thief, “Not 
even of your kind.” 

“Your kind?” Otto asked with a curiously impressed look at the 
thief. “Dad, you don’t mean this guy’s a- a-” 

Paxton frowned at his son, putting a finger to his lips. “Hush! You 
want your mother to find out? And not a word out of you to anyone about 
this.” 

Otto nodded solemnly, but continued to regard the thief with a 
look of something like awe. 

“So now,” Paxton said at last, “We can’t simply be calling you 
‘you’, so how about some names, eh?” 

Megan cast a glance at the thief. He shrugged. “Raife,” he said at 
last, “Just Raife. No parents, not really, anyway.” 

“Megan,” Megan said, looking at Raife, “Megan Johnson.” 
“Well,” Paxton said, “It’s a pleasure to have you among us Raife 

and Miss Megan.” 
Megan glanced over at the guard. “We’ve got another friend with 

us, too,” she added. “Her name is Daphne Darson. She went over to the 
pub a while ago- oh, what if she can’t find us when she gets back?!” 
Megan wrung her hands unconsciously. “Would it be alright if I went and 
waited for her at the corner?” 

“Certainly, certainly,” Paxton nodded, “Though perhaps I should 
go with you… even for- well- people like you, these streets are 
dangerous at night for a young lady.” 

He began to stand up, but the thief put out his hand, rising 
himself. “No, I’ll go with her.” 
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Megan was already out the door and to the corner by the time 
Raife got away from the fire. She stood in the silver moonlight, watching 
the pub in the distance. The thief came up silently beside her, leaning 
against the stonewall as he crossed his arms and closed his eyes. She 
didn’t seem to notice him. 

“Would you stop fidgeting?” he demanded all of a sudden, 
throwing out a hand to stop her ever-wringing hands. Megan looked 
down at his hand, still gloved in black leather, as it gently covered hers. 
As quick as before, he withdrew the hand and crossed his arms again. 
“You’re making me edgy with all that moving.” 

“Sorry,” she whispered, looking back to the pub. Everything 
seemed really quiet. “I just get the feeling something very bad has just 
happened.” 

“Give it a few minutes, it’ll probably pass.” After a few seconds, 
Megan dared a glance back at Raife, but his eyes were closed and he 
looked almost as if he were sleeping while he stood. 

“Some comfort you are,” she murmured under her breath, 
surprised when he cracked an eyelid and smirked. 

“I never said I was trying to comfort you.” 
Megan frowned and turned her back to him, walking a ways 

further into the street. “Incorrigible!” she whispered again. 
“Not entirely,” he said aloud back. 
His hearing is amazing, she thought, unwittingly casting a glance 

in his direction to check that he hadn’t been able to hear her thoughts as 
well. 
 
 

Daphne scrunched up her eyes, waiting for the smooth slicing 
movement of the blade across her throat. Then quite suddenly, there was 
a shout from behind and something like a candlestick came flying out of 
nowhere, striking the big brute in the back of the head. He slumped to the 
table, dropping the knife into Daphne’s lap. With a quick grab, she 
snatched it up, and stumbled back from the table. The moment the blunt 
object had struck, and the first victim fallen, the entire bar went into a 
rage, though not at anyone in particular. Plates started flying, patrons 
whipped out knives and daggers of all sorts, and everyone attacked 
everyone else. 

Someone ran into Daphne where she stood. “Come on,” a young 
voice said musically, “This way! This way!” The young barmaid pulled 
Daphne out the back door and into a dark alley. She smiled, gasping for 
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breath. “Are you alright?” She asked, smiling sweetly. Daphne felt 
awkward all of a sudden. 

“Yeah, fine.” 
“I knew you weren’t an old man, you’ve got a youthful voice. 

Though it’s a handsome one!” She lifted her hand to tuck a piece of hair 
behind her ear. “Do you mind if I-” her hand reached up suddenly, and 
pulled the hood back. She gasped, flinging her hand to her mouth. 
“You’re a girl!” 

Daphne pulled away from her, “Of course I am!” 
“Oh, no! Oh, no!” The maid pulled away, blushing terribly. “I’m- 

I’m so embarrassed! Excuse me, I didn’t mean…” 
“Forget it. Thanks for getting me out, all the same.” Daphne 

brushed a few crumbs from a thrown dish off her shoulder. “Well, 
thanks, I guess. I need to be going.” 

“You’re hurt…” the maid’s hand had dropped to her bottom lip. 
“Didn’t you need…” 
“Healing potions, yeah, I do. And still do. I guess I’ll have to wait, 
now…” 
“I could get you one or two,” the maid said, “I feel it’s the least I can do 
for- for, well, thinking you were a…” 
“Don’t bother with more than one, if it’s too much trouble. I have a 
friend who needs it more than me.”  
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Chapter Two: 
In Which Daphne Gains Two Companions 
 
          Megan sat up with a start, staring into the flames of the fireplace. 
The small house was quiet, the windows showed that night was still 
heavily upon them. The cushion beneath her had shifted off to the side, 
exposing her hip to the hard stone floor. A painful ache resonated 
through her side as she arranged herself back onto the makeshift bed, and 
though she tried to keep her hiss of a wince as quiet as possible, it 
sounded to her as if it echoed through the entire kitchen. 
          “You’re as loud as a horse,” Raife grumbled from where he rolled 
over on his own bed of folded blankets. 
          “Sorry.” Her voice died away, only the crackling of the fire 
continued. Megan laid on her stomach, resting the side of her head on her 
folded arms, eyes watching the tongues of flame and the fire arrow that 
fueled it. Her breathing was so soft, at times, she wondered if she was 
holding her breath. 
          Raife rolled over again with another groan. “I can’t decide which is 
worse. You trying to be quiet or deliberately being loud and restless.” 
          “Well, make up your mind so I can stop bothering you!” Megan 
snapped back, raising herself onto her elbows. 
          “Hey, don’t start snapping at me, I didn’t do this to you. I didn’t do 
any of this. I don’t even know why I’m staying here. I’m healthy. I’ve 
got no more business with you or your friend, alive or dead, but most 
likely dead.” Raife had, as he spoke, gotten up and had begun eyeing a 
candlestick on the mantel with a special sparkle in his eye. “I’m a thief. I 
don’t work with anyone, certainly not two pitiful girls.” 
          Megan heard her cue and leapt to her feet, hissing as quietly yet as 
forcefully as she could. “We pitiful girls, as you call us, managed to save 
your life tonight!” 
          “Which was only in jeopardy because of you!” The thief’s dark 
eyes snapped angrily as he glared down at her. He was a good foot taller, 
it seemed, though it could have simply been the situation. “Thank you for 
reminding me what my job is,” he said with a sharp sneer. “I’m no 
babysitter. I don’t know who you are, but I’m not sticking around here to 
find out!” He turned away from her and picked up his cloak, dry now 
from the fire. With a callous gesture he tossed it about his shoulders and 
drew up the hood to mask his slicked back hair and long, fiery face. 
          He was at the door, his hand on the handle, when he paused and 
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looked back. Megan didn’t turn around to look at him, but it was as if she 
could hear his own thoughts tearing at each other. His footsteps were 
swift in bringing him back in front of her. She opened her eyes and 
watched as he picked up the candlestick and winked. 
          “I wasn’t sure if I could sell this for much, but since I was robbed 
by the two of you- yes, I did notice my purse was gone- I’ll just have to 
make up the difference.” 
          Megan let the look of disgust come across her face. “I hope your 
conscience is clear, stealing from the man who put his job on the line to 
help you! I doubt you even have a conscience!” 
          “You said you were a thief,” Raife replied as he slipped the 
candlestick into his quiver, “so you should know that thieves can’t afford 
to think about anyone but themselves.” Megan watched as the dark figure 
swept across the room and out the door into the night without another 
word. 
          Much to her surprise, she felt tears coming to her eyes. “Oh, what 
are we going to do now?” She heard her own, small voice say into the 
emptiness. A fear gripped her and she felt her only chance coming to a 
head. “I can’t stay here, either. I’ve got to find Daphne and we’ve got to 
find Garrett! He’s the only one who will know what’s going on and how 
we can get home! And if Daphne’s not-” Megan choked on the word, “-
I’ll just have to find Garrett myself. I owe it to her family to tell them 
what’s become of her. It’s my fault. It was my house that we played the 
game at, and even if they don’t believe me, I’ve got to tell them. There’s 
no other way.” 
          With a determined frown, she walked across to the kitchen table 
where Paxton had left out his writing materials from during dinner when 
he’d composed a letter to his brother. She took one of the sheets and 
wrote as neatly as she could with the quill pen: 
 

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Paxton, 
 
Thank you so much for your hospitality. I wish we could have 
stayed longer, but I fear we both had to move on early this 
morning. Thank you, again! 
                    Megan and Raife 
 
PS- Our friend is fine, and you can burn this letter if it would 
be best. Thank you! 
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          Megan’s face burned as she wrote the last line of lies, but it would 
set their kind hearts at rest if they thought everything was alright. She put 
the sheet under the glass inkwell and put the pen back. With a quick sigh, 
she began to gather her things, only to realize she didn’t have things, only 
her original set of clothes which she threw in the fire just before she 
hurried out the door, toward the pub. 

                     
 
          “This way!” the maid whispered with a wave of her hand. “I know 
a guy, he sells things in Black Alley. I can get you a potion or two.” 
          “I just need one, thank you,” Daphne whispered back. “I’ve got 
two friends waiting in an alley and one of them is hurt really bad, maybe 
with a broken back. And it’s all because of me,” she added with a low 
sigh. “So you see, I really only need one, for him.” 
          “Him? Is he- are the two of you?” the bar maid looked back at her 
with an inquisitive expression. 
          Daphne blushed and thought for a moment. It’d be best if the girl 
didn’t know anything about them. “Yes, yes, we’re a thing. Both thieves, 
been together since we broke out of prison together.” 
          The maid’s eyes grew wide as she continued to lead their way 
down the twisting back ways. “Really? You broke out of prison? That’s 
amazing! You must be an amazing thief!” 
          “Yes, well,” Daphne smiled with a cough, “I don’t like to brag or 
anything.” 
          The maid stopped suddenly and with a hissed, “Come on!” grabbed 
Daphne’s arm and pulled her into a dark corner. 
          “What is it?” the outsider hissed, finding the small hand over her 
mouth the moment the words escaped her lips. 
          In the quiet that followed, she heard the voices. 
          “At least the Builder has granted us a quiet night, isn’t it so, 
Farius?” 
          “Aye, a quiet night indeed. Not even the city’s guard has come this 
way.” 
          “How long were we to wait for the rouge?” 
          “Not much longer, my friend. If he does not show up, we shall 
depart. We cannot risk treason.” 
          “Thou hast a wise head upon thy shoulders, friend.” 
          “Aye. Quiet thyself. I think he comes.” 
          For a moment it seemed as if there was no sound at all, and then 
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quiet suddenly, one of the voices let out a cry of alarm. 
          “Thou didst keep us waiting, Garrett. We have not the time for 
your roguery.” 
          “Tell me why you wanted to speak with me.” It was Garrett’s voice 
alright, in all it’s Stephen Russell greatness, only this time it wasn’t a 
voiceover- it was real! Gruff, raspy, sarcastic, bitter! Daphne bit her lip to 
keep from giggling. Oh, if Megan were only here now! 
          “Things are stirring in the city, Garrett. Things which we Hammers 
do not like at all.” 
          “Are the Pagans giving you trouble again?” So sarcastic! Daphne’s 
mind raced. She had to talk to Garrett, but the Hammers! In all her 
gaming experience, not once had a religious fanatic with a huge, three 
foot hammer made of iron ever been a good thing. 
          “Not the Pagans, but it probably has something to do with them. 
We’ve read of a curse coming upon the land, a curse from which none, 
not even yourself, can escape.” 
          “Stop being so vague,” Garrett hissed. “What is it?” 
          “The skies will darken with clouds, black as night.” 
          “So there’s a big storm coming, big deal.” 
          “This will be no storm. There shall be no lightning, no thunder, no 
rain, no hail. Only darkness. The undead will walk the streets. The 
Pagans will have their chaos, as thou surely knowth they like. And it will 
not leave until whatever summoned it is destroyed.” 
          “So it does involve the Pagans,” Garrett mused. “What do you 
want me to do about it?” 
          “Find the item that brought this curse upon us. We have reason to 
believe it is in the Old Quarter of town, near the docks. Perhaps even in 
one of the warehouses.” 
          “Do I get any clues as to what this so called item looks like?” 
          “We don’t know what it is, only that a great disturbance has been 
felt on this night and something has entered our city which was never 
destined to be here. The item may have some affect on it.” 
          “Is that all?” 
          “For now. We shall contact you if we need further- services… 
Garrett?” 
          Daphne leaned around the corner looking at the two confused 
Hammerites. There was no one else with them. The master thief was 
gone. 
          After the maid had pulled her back into the shadows, they waited 
some time until the Hammerites had finally walked past and their 
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footsteps vanished into the city. Daphne was the first of the two out into 
the street. 
          “I need a map!” she said quite suddenly. 
          “What for?” The maid asked, her hands on her hips. “I thought you 
needed a healing potion!” 
          “I do, but I need a map as well!” Daphne wrung her hands. 
          “We’re almost to the store, come on, we can talk more later! Let’s 
just get off the streets. I think those Hammers were right, something 
weird is going on, and I think you’ve got something to do with it.” Her 
eyes were fixed hard on Daphne’s face. 

                     
 
          Megan leaned against the back wall of the pub and sighed heavily. 
The place was empty. Though the door had been locked, one of the 
windows had been busted open, and allowed her entrance to the place. 
Everything was in chaos, Chairs were tipped over, tables were on their 
sides, there was even food and blood on the floor, but most noticeable to 
Megan, there was no sign of Daphne. 
          At first she had panicked, thinking up all the dreadful things that 
could have happened to her friend, but that only made her more afraid. 
The streets were dark, save for the occasional streetlamp, and the 
shadows were both a fear and a comfort to her. She could hide in them 
and be certain she was unseen, and yet, who else might be thinking the 
same thing? With a burst of boldness, Megan followed an alleyway back 
to the front of Paxton’s house to see if Daphne had returned. There was 
no one. Even if she had returned, Megan thought, she would have 
thought we’d gone elsewhere. But where? 
          The sewers, Megan nodded. If they had evacuated the area 
suddenly, if Paxton hadn’t lived there, she knew she would have taken 
Raife back to the sewers to lay low. Turning in the direction she knew the 
sewers lay, Megan set off with a determined frown. 
               
          “We came this way, I know it!” Megan sighed, stopping to scratch 
her head as she looked about the dark streets. From the moment she’d left 
the safety of Paxton’s alley it seemed that the city had gotten shiftier and 
darker with each step. Now, when she was certain she was lost, Megan 
sank into a shadowy corner to think. “If only I had a map!” she sighed 
heavily. 
          The wind came through with a hiss and vanished, but not before 
she heard the rustling of paper. Just down the street a parchment flapped 
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from where it was pinned to the wall. No one seemed to be approaching, 
at least, not that she could hear, so Megan bolted over to the sheet and 
began scanning it. A grim looking face was drawn upon it with enough 
likeness she knew who it was even before she saw the words, “Wanted 
for theft and assault,” posted below it. 
          “Garrett!” She pulled the poster down and read the fine print aloud 
to herself. “Has been spotted in the South Quarter of town. Report all 
findings to the City Guard Station.” For a moment she stood in thought. 
“If anyone has seen him, they’ll have reported it to the guards, which 
means they probably have it documented in that station! If I can get it… I 
might have a better idea where I could find Garrett. But that means 
breaking in… doing some real thief work…” 
          The thought might have bothered her if she had been in Hollis or 
anywhere in the real world, but here there was no other way. “Alright,” 
she said with a nod. “I’ll go to the guard station and find out what they 
know about Garrett.” With a glance back, she sighed and said to the 
empty night, “Goodbye, Daphne. I don’t know where you are, but I hope 
we meet up again. I won’t leave without you, I promise.” Her footsteps 
drew her down the road in the shadows, finally disappearing into the 
night. 
 
                     
          “That ankle looks pretty bad, Missy,” the store clerk said with a 
toothy grin, his gums looking almost black behind his dry lips. “It’s a 
good thing you come when you did. Here, drink this down.” 
          Daphne took the flask, looking over it as best she could. From what 
she recalled from the game, this was indeed a health potion, but then 
again, she had never seen any poisons or sleeping draughts, so how could 
she be sure it wasn’t one of those? The wincing pain from her busted 
ankle decided that it was a risk she ought to take because either way, the 
pain would end. “Here goes,” she muttered, crunching her eyes closed 
and wrinkling up her nose. With a quick swig it all went down. Almost 
instantly she felt the pain vanish like a mist. 
          She leapt to her feet and looked down. “Wow!” she smiled at the 
maid, “It does work!” 
          “Of course it works,” the maid replied. “What did you think?” 
          “I wasn’t sure if it would work for me…” Daphne stopped 
abruptly, knowing that she tread on dangerous ground. She turned to the 
store clerk. “I need another one, not for me, but for a friend. Maybe two, 
because he’s in really bad shape and I don’t know how much he needs.” 
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          “Sure thing,” the clerk dug up two more identical flasks. “That’ll 
be 200 coins.” 
          “You’re bleeding me dry!” the maid complained, handing the 
money over. “You better be prepared to pay me back. I agreed to get you 
a potion, this is three! I can’t afford that, especially now that I’m out of 
work.” 
          “You’re out of work, Sherry? How’d that happen?” 
          The maid, now identified as Sherry, blushed deeply. “It’s a long 
story,” she said with a sigh, then turned to Daphne. “Are you quite 
finished?” 
          The two left the store and walked out into the dark streets. Daphne 
turned to the maid. “Well, thank you for your kindness. It’s meant a lot to 
me. I need to get going, though, so I’ll see you around, I guess!” She 
turned to leave, but a hand fell upon her shoulder. 
          “Oh, no you don’t!” Sherry said with a frown. “You’re not going 
anywhere without me. Not now. I want to get some of my money back, 
and since you’re such a great thief, I suspect going with you would be 
rather profitable.” 
          “I can’t have you tagging along after me!” Daphne complained. “I 
don’t even know what I’m doing next, except going back to find Megan 
and… my partner…” Trying to keep all the lies going was ending up 
rather tricky, especially when she couldn’t get her mind off what the 
Hammers had said. “…something has entered our city that was never 
destined to be here.” For some ominous reason, Daphne was almost 
certain the Hammers were referring to her and Megan. What else could it 
be? Had this item caused them to fall into the game? It had to be. For a 
moment, it seemed like she almost heard the “New Objectives” bell ring 
in her head. So she now had to get back to Megan and the unnamed thief, 
get a map, and then track down Garrett, who most likely would have 
obtained the item by that time and possibly have handed it over to the 
Hammers. 
          “Look,” Sherry said, breaking the other out of her thoughts, “I’m 
coming with you. I have a feeling that something very important is going 
on, and I’m not going to waste a moment to find out what it is. I think 
you know something, and I’m not leaving until I know!” 
          “Why should I trust you? I’m a master thief, after all, I could kill 
you just as soon as I could tell you!” Daphne felt frustration growing 
inside her. Is this how Megan felt sometimes? 
          “So you do know something!” The maid looked exalted that her 
suspicion had been correct. “Tell me, and I swear I will tell no one else. I 
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just want to be prepared for whatever those Hammers were talking about. 
It sounds bad, and I just want to live through it. I promise I will not tell a 
soul.” 
          Daphne stood looking at Sherry for a few moments. There was so 
much to lose if the maid was lying. If she ran off and told the city guards 
what she knew, they’d all be doomed for certain. 
          Just then, they heard a sound; a low moaning groan, and heavy 
footsteps. “Come on!” Daphne grabbed Sherry’s arm and pulled her 
under the steps of the store where it was sufficiently dark. The sound was 
easily recognizable. 
          Almost immediately following their dive to cover, a pale, half-
skeletal zombie plodded into the courtyard. Its low, chilling moan echoed 
through the streets as it shuffling steps took it not three feet past them, 
the stench of its rotting body enveloping them. Sherry almost choked, but 
Daphne pressed her hand over the maid’s mouth and nose. The zombie 
moved past them and finally left their sight as it exited into the dark 
alleys on the other side of the courtyard. When Daphne removed her 
hand, Sherry was shaking. 
          “What was that?” she whispered, her voice barely loud enough to 
hear and not nearly stable enough to understand. 
           “It was an Undead,” Daphne said with a low exhale as she crawled 
out. “Come on. We’ve got to get-” 
          A loud howl erupted from the dark alleys and the two leapt to their 
feet, half expecting the zombie to charge them from some hidden hiding 
place. But to their astonishment, they heard the clash of steel and saw the 
brilliant light of a flash bomb illuminate the back alley. A figure bolted 
toward them, his arm over his face as he ran, seemingly dizzy. Only a 
sudden squeak from Daphne as he knocked her, and himself, to the 
ground caused him to pull his arm away. They hit the ground hard, and 
he rolled away from her, trying to scramble to his feet as Sherry grabbed 
his cloak hard. 
          Daphne got up and went over to him. He drew out his sword and 
pulled his cloak free. “Who are you! What do you-” he paused. “Oh, it’s 
you.” 
          At that moment, Daphne recognized the unnamed thief. “What are 
you doing here? I thought you were hurt!” 
          “I was hurt, no thanks to you!” he snapped back. 
          “You’re not dead, thanks to me! And Megan!” Daphne paused. 
“Where is Megan, anyway?” 
          “Damned if I know,” the thief replied, sliding his sword back into 
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its sheath. “We parted company.” 
          “What do you mean? I need to find her! I saw Garrett!” 
          The thief paused quite suddenly. “You saw him?” 
          “Yes, I saw him! So did Sherry!” 
          He turned to the maid. “You saw him, too?” 
          “Yes, I saw him too! Who are you?” Sherry had her hands back on 
her hips, but her face was still very pale. 
          “Raife. What do you mean you saw Garrett?” Raife turned back to 
Daphne. 
          “I saw him just down the road. He was talking to some 
Hammerites about a job.” 
          “What job?” 
          “It had something to do with an item in the Old Quarter, but I don’t 
suspect you’ll care much. You wan to go your own way, fine! Go! 
You’re not worthy to talk to Garrett!” Daphne turned her back on him 
and said to Sherry, “Come on. Let’s get going.” 
          The thief followed, “You’re going to go talk to Garrett? The 
MASTER THIEF. Who are you to talk to Garrett?” 
          Daphne stopped walking and glared at him over her shoulder, 
though she spoke to Sherry. “You want to know the truth, Sherry? I’ll tell 
you. I’m not from here. I’m not even from this world. I don’t know who 
brought me and Megan here, I don’t know how it happened, but I’ve got 
to find Garrett because he’s the only one who will know how to send us 
back. The Hammers know about us, I’m sure of it. They mentioned 
something that could have been us. Now there are zombies in the streets, 
and I’m pretty sure Garrett’s the only one who will know what’s going 
on! So if you really want to get mixed up in all this, it’s your own 
funeral. And you!” She addressed Raife, “I’ve got things to do. I’m not 
waiting up for anyone, particularly not some selfish Garrett-wannabe! 
You got it? So go! Leave! Me and Megan can do this ourselves.” 
          Raife watched as they started to walk away again, this time, Sherry 
was whispering hurriedly under her breath. “Are you kidding me? You’re 
from another world? That’s so amazing! Of course I’ll tag along! This is 
history making stuff!” 
          “Fine,” Raife said behind them. “I’ll come too. But only because 
the Old Quarter has a lot of good looting places.” 
          “Don’t slow me down,” Daphne scoffed, not bothering to turn 
around. 
          “Don’t worry about that,” Raife sneered. 
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          Quite abruptly, a howl erupted from behind them and the zombie, 
including a few friends, charged them from the dark alley. With a 
scream, Daphne took off running, followed closely by the two new 
comrades. 
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Chapter Three: 
In Which Everything Takes A Little Turn 
 

Overhead, the clouds shifted over the moon, drenching the city in 
muted darkness. Megan pressed her back up against the wall, listening 
for footsteps around the corner. Her feet were tired and her eyes itched to 
close in sleep, but her heart pounded too hard to let her even consider 
stopping. No one was coming. Walking as lightly as she could, hoping 
her skirts didn’t make a sound, she turned the corner and stepped into the 
shadowed overhang of a gated door. Still nothing moved in the city. 
Overhead, a light from a third story window drifted down, making a 
patch of yellow glow on the cobblestones. It was open, and the door on 
the ground floor was accessible. Holding her breath, Megan bolted across 
the street to stand beside it. Every nerve was tensed as her hand slowly 
clenched the door latch and a click echoed out into the streets. It was 
open. 

This is it, Megan thought with a deep breath, I’m going to break 
the law. I’m going to go into this building and steal whatever I can use… 
Maybe they’ll have a map, and then I’ll be able to find the guard house… 
Guilt swept over her even before she pushed the wooden door open and 
stepped into the hall. At the end, though a doorway, she could hear two 
muffled voices making small talk about how the city’s crime rate had 
been skyrocketing. Megan slunk up the stairs on the side, relieved to find 
the upper rooms unlit. She tried the door on her right, first, only finding a 
few empty crates piled in a corner, nothing of use. The guilt had slowly 
worn off as she progressed, replaced only by the chilling fear of being 
discovered. 

The second door resisted her attempts to push it open, so she 
tiptoed further, freezing just outside the last darkened room. There were 
two candles spilling orbs of light across the room, and a figure lay 
snoring on the bed. The woman rolled over in her sleep, mumbling 
something, but she did not awake. Megan swallowed as quietly as she 
could. On the table beside the bed was a gleaming key. That might fit the 
locked door! 

It took some effort for Megan to start her feet moving into the 
occupied room, walking slowly with even her fingers spread apart, as if 
their rubbing together would awaken the woman in the bed. Step by step, 
the bedside table crept closer until the key was almost in her grasp. The 
sleeper snorted in their sleep, making Megan jump, dashing to the dark 
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corner for shelter. A few silent moments passed before Megan knew it 
was safe again. Her hand reached out slowly, slowly… she could almost 
feel the cold metal in her hand… 

A shriek echoed in the streets outside, followed by the piercing 
clang of metal on metal. The woman sat bolt upright at the noise and 
whirled to stare right at Megan. 

“Who are you?” she demanded in a noble, educated voice as she 
frowned. It didn’t take a moment for her to realize what was going on 
when her eyes settled on Megan’s outstretched hand and the key. “Help! 
Help! Thief!” she screeched at the top of her lungs, leaping out of the 
bed. “Don’t hurt me!” she screamed before bolting out of the room. Her 
shouts for the guards echoed dully in the wooden hall. 

Megan’s eyes flew around the room. The only opening was a 
window out onto a ledge, two stories about the ground. Her hands 
wrapped around the window sill as the voices of guards floated into the 
room from downstairs. Their footsteps thundered on the stairs as they 
approached. 

“Where the devil? Alright,” the first guard shouted, “Where’ve 
you gone to?” 

Out on the ledge, around the corner of the building, Megan held 
her breath, cursing herself for being so clumsy. There were no shadows 
where she stood, and the sudden image of a troupe of guards with bows 
sent a chill of dread into her. A ways down, the shadows started again, 
and for a long time, Megan clutched the wall, waiting, her ears straining 
for an exclamation of discovery and the whistle of an arrow aimed at her. 
But there was nothing. Everything was silent for a time. 

Taking a deep breath, Megan began inching back to the window. 
The woman was gone, as were the guards, and not a sound betrayed their 
whereabouts. She lowered her foot carefully onto the wooden floor, air 
hissing between her lips as a creak echoed into the room. Nothing. The 
silence fueled her paranoia as she crept across the room, ducking into 
shadows wherever they were available. On the bedside table the key 
glittered in the candlelight. Within moments and without even thinking 
about it, Megan slipped the key into her pocket and fled into the shadows 
just outside in the hall, listening. Nothing moved. 

“Where did they go?” she hissed aloud, keeping her voice low, 
but unable to stand the silence any longer. She waited a little longer until 
it was clear that nothing was coming. Then she slipped down the dim 
hallway to the locked door. The key clicked as she put it in and turned it, 
the door turned silently on its hinges. Inside, the room was lit by two 
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candles, exposing a shelf of goods. Her eyes danced over the items as her 
hands snatched up a speed potion, two health potions, a water arrow, and 
a flash bomb. 

Great, Megan thought as she bundled the items in her skirt, why 
do I even need a flash bomb? I can’t ever look away in time. They’re 
useless. All the same, having it in her hand felt right, so she kept it. 

Carrying everything cupped in the folds of her skirt made moving 
stealthily difficult, and Megan resolved that she would steal a pair of 
pants and a cloak with deep pockets the next chance she got. The thought 
made her sick. What am I becoming? I’m not playing at being a thief 
anymore—I’m a criminal for real! Her feet couldn’t carry her down the 
stairs fast enough. The voices in the room at the end of the hall were still 
murmuring softly, and she could hear someone pacing. That must be 
where the woman went. The flood of relief washed over Megan as her 
hand settled on the door latch and she stepped out onto the street. 

A row of bushes along the side of the road caught her eye as a 
good place to organize her things, and Megan didn’t bother to hide her 
footsteps on the cobblestones in her hurry to get into the shadows. 
Overhead, the moon came out again, providing her with just enough light 
to set her things down and look them over properly. The health potions 
were necessary, no way around it. She wasn’t sure if they’d work on her, 
being from another world, but there was no sense in leaving them behind. 
The speed potion would come in handy if she ever needed to get away 
quickly, so this she bundled up, too. But the flash bomb… with a sigh, 
she tucked it under the bushes. 

“I’ll come back for it later if I have to…” she murmured to 
herself. 

“It won’t be there,” a gruff voice said suddenly. Megan leapt to 
her feet and tried to press into the corner of the shadows, only to find 
someone already there. With a yelp she stumbled back, falling on her 
back as she watched a figure emerge from the shadows. His gloved hand 
reached out and lifted the flash bomb from beside her foot, tucking it into 
his black cloak. 

It didn’t take her more than one guess to figure out who it was. 
“Garrett!” she breathed, staring at him, the man behind whose eyes she 
had grown use to this world. 

He watched her suspiciously, but made no effort to run. It was 
clear he knew who was more capable of defending themselves in case of 
trouble. “Who are you? How do you know my name?” His voice, just 
like in the game, sent a chill to Megan’s stomach. 
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“I was heading to the guard station to find-” 
Her words were cut off as he lunged forward, snagging her by the 

throat and moving his face so close to she could feel the heat of it and 
watched his mechanical eye focus on her under his dark expression. “Oh 
really? Do you have that much faith in the city guard?” His words grated 
her ears with scorn. 

Garrett was squeezing, now, slowly cutting off her windpipe. 
There was only one thing that came to her mind as her vision began 
spiraling to black. She let out a squeak. The thief stopped as his eyes 
grew wide. 

He stood up quickly, staring down on her with surprise and 
distrust scrawled across his face. “What did you say?” 

Megan’s hand flew to her throat as she coughed, air flooding back 
into her lungs. “Artemus,” she gasped. “I know Artemus.” 

 
 

“Give them to me,” Raife growled as he sat glaring at Daphne as 
if the look alone could drop her where she stood. 

Daphne crossed her arms and glared back. “Why should I?” 
“Because they’re my boots!” he shouted. Sherry clapped her 

hands over hear ears. 
“Stop it both of you! Do you want those creatures to find us?” 

She sent a chilling glare at both of them before putting her hands on her 
hips. “Daphne, do you even know where we’re going?” 

“I doubt she knows where we are.” Raife scowled as Daphne 
begrudgingly took off his boots and handed them to him. His eyes 
snagged on the cloak. “That’s mine too.” The thief was on his feet with 
one hand knotted in the cloth before Daphne could balk and pull away 
from him. 
The bar maid’s hand came down on Raife’s with a sharp slap that echoed 
through in the dark alley. Pulling his hand away abruptly, the thief 
scowled at her and sank back onto the steps to put on his boots. 

“It’s not like you need a cloak,” Daphne snorted, “You’ve already 
stolen another one, I see.” 
“I like my cloak.” He didn’t look up as Sherry began to pace. 
“We need to know where we’re going. What do we need to do?” 

She looked right at Daphne. “You’re the one who seems to have an idea 
what’s going on.” 

Raife jumped when Daphne threw his cloak at him and crossed 
her arms, sniffing as she said, “Fine. Take your dumb cloak.” Then she 
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addressed Sherry. “As for where we need to go, I’m not exactly sure yet. 
Garrett’s the one who knows where that item is, and as far as I’ve seen, 
he’s no where to be found. He’s probably already got the talisman or 
whatever it is…” She began walking to the end of the alley, looking up as 
the moon came out from behind the clouds, throwing milky light over the 
city. Megan, where are you? Daphne crossed her arms and leaned against 
the wall, her eyes darting down all the roadways that passed by the alley, 
keeping a watch for stumbling zombies. They’d lost the last ones, after 
what seemed like a few miles of sprinting, but now she had no idea 
where they were in the city. For all their fuss, neither Sherry nor Raife 
had any idea either. 

“If I were Garrett,” she mused quietly, “what would I do now? I’d 
find a map… but what if I can’t find one… where would have a map?” 

Raife straightened his cloak on his shoulders, carefully lifting the 
hood over his head. His mouth morphed into a smirk as the rest of his 
face disappeared into the shadows. Even so, in the dark, his eyes 
twinkled as they reflected the moonlight. “I’ve got a map,” he said. 
Daphne looked over at him. “Why didn’t you just say so?” she 
demanded, glaring hard. 

“You had my cloak,” he snapped back. “You had a map the whole 
time!” 

“I searched your cloak, you didn’t have a map.” 
“You stole my money, but you clearly missed the important 

stuff.” His mouth turned down at the corners in a grimace, “You soaked 
it right through, anyway. I’ll be lucky if the ink didn’t run.” 

“You’re lucky you’re alive at all!” Daphne took a step forward, 
raising her fists even as a cold laugh echoed from the thief. 

“Children, please!” Sherry cried at last, throwing up her hands 
between them. “Just get out the map, Raife and we’ll all get on our way.” 
The thief bit back a grumble as he pulled out a folded piece of 
parchment, shaking it in front of Daphne for a moment before bothering 
to open it. “Well, it seems alright, lucky for you,” he said. “Where are we 
going?” 

“The Old Quarter.” Her voice was cold. 
Raife looked hard at the map. 
Sherry let out an exasperated sigh and muttered, “You’re 

hopeless,” before she snatched the map from his hands and began looking 
it over herself. The thief crossed his arms and walked over to the wall, 
leaning his back up against it. “Alright,” she said, walking over to 
Daphne. “We’re here. The Old Quarter is all the way over there. We can 
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walk along this road until we get to the bridge, then we have to turn left. 
See?” 

Daphne nodded and began chewing on her nails absently. Raife 
eventually migrated over to them and glanced over their shoulders with a 
brief scowl before walking back to the shadowed corner of the alley, 
acting as if he didn’t care. At last, however, he grew visibly irritated by 
the long wait and the two girls speaking in hushed voices. 

“Are you ladies done yet, or will it take you the rest of the night?” 
Hardly bothering to lift her head to glare back at him, Daphne 

muttered, “This wouldn’t be nearly so hard if you hadn’t abandoned 
Megan. Now we have to consider where she might have gone. If we do 
find the talisman, or whatever it is that brought the two of us here, I’m 
not leaving without her.” 

The thief must have rolled his eyes, but under the hood, it wasn’t 
visible. “Such sweet sentiment.” The sarcasm wasn’t lost on anyone. 

“Why don’t you just leave, if you’re so set against being helpful?” 
Sherry snapped at last. 

“Look, I-” Raife stepped forward, but all three froze, listening to 
the voices coming down the street. It sounded like Hammerites… 

Daphne motioned for them to sink into the shadows, and they 
stood as still as statues as the troupe of Hammerites marched toward 
them from down the street. There were almost a dozen of them, all 
marching in line as they chanted one of their hymns about the Builder. 
The leader, to their dismay, carried a torch. 
The light spread out across them before the three had a chance to shift, 
and the leader’s voice rang overhead. “What is this? Pagans?” 

“We’re no Pagans!” Daphne cried, even as two heavy, gloved 
hands fell on her shoulders, clamping her in an iron grip. “We’re just 
citizens!” 

Sherry let out a squeak when one of the Hammerites caught her 
arm and pulled her into the light of the torch, giving her a good once over 
with his dubious eyes. “This one looks common enough…” he muttered 
to the leader. 

Two of the guards tried to lay hands on Raife, but even before 
Daphne could shout for him to stop, the thief had drawn his sword. The 
two guards pulled their hammers from where they hung at their backs, 
and swung at him. The battle cry rang out over the streets, “For the 
Builder!” And the rest of the men, not holding either Daphne or Sherry, 
went after the thief, who upon seeing himself greatly outnumbered by 
iron mallets, made a few quick slices before bolting down the alley, and 
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vanishing around the corner. The troupe of Hammerites followed him, 
and Daphne felt the guard at her shoulders lock her hands behind her 
back and shove her forward. 

“Thee must be a Pagan to be caught so with a thief. Unless thee 
be a thief thyself?” He forced her in front of the leader who still held the 
torch above his head. “Brother Meldorn, I leave these pagans to thy fair 
judgment.” 

Brother Meldorn cast a loathing glance at the two girls. “The 
Builder guideth me to take these criminals back to Gormalt Cathedral. 
They shalt be dealt with there.” With that, he turned and began leading 
the few remaining men of his troupe back down the street. 
In the distance, Daphne saw the towers of Gormalt Cathedral, and her 
stomach sank. 

 
 
Garrett glowered, or at least Megan thought he did, the cowl of 

his cloak hid most of his face in shadows. “I don’t hold any alliance with 
Artemus’s friends,” he said at last, pushing the words through his teeth 
while his eyes never left her face. 

A burst of boldness, driven by desperation made Megan stand up. 
The master thief pulled back a little, not out of fear, but more from what 
seemed like distain. “Look, Garrett, I need information about something, 
something strange.” 

“It’ll cost you.” 
Megan felt an angry flush slip across her cheeks. It was all fine 

and good to play Garrett in the game, but when actually forced to deal 
with him, he made her skin crawl and his calloused sarcasm was 
irritating. “I’ve only got what you can see.” 

“That’s not nearly enough.” 
“Then tell me where I can find Artemus so I can speak with him!” 
Her voice bounced off the walls of the street, and quite abruptly, 

the thief pressed a gloved hand over her mouth, drawing her back into the 
shadowed corner. From out of no where came a chorus of moans and the 
stamping feet of a cluster of zombies, not walking together, exactly, but 
not walking singularly, either. Megan felt Garrett’s hand slip away from 
her as he pulled out the flash bomb from the folds of his cloak. The 
zombies drew closer, their shuffling steps echoing down the road, trailed 
by the sound of their gurgling, rasping breaths. 

The master thief’s eyes were focused on them, and if she hadn’t 
known he was there, Garrett might truly have been only a shadow 
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himself. Not until the zombies slipped around the corner did the flash 
bomb return to the folds of the cloak. 

A soft rumbling came from beside her, and Garrett was already 
halfway though his muttering when she figured out he was speaking. “So 
it looks like the Hammers were right after all…” he sounded almost 
amused. He turned his shadowed face back to her. “What kind of trouble 
are you in to want to find the Keepers so much?” 

Megan frowned, but didn’t move. Her ears still played tricks on 
her, making her hear the moans of the undead everywhere outside of the 
shadows. When she did reply, her voice was almost too soft to hear. “I 
don’t usually hold much stock in the Keepers,” she growled, “They’ve 
usually gotten me—you—into more trouble than it was worth. But if you 
won’t help me, I should find Artemus. He’d know what brought me here, 
or no one would.” 

“Brought you…” The thief eyed her suspiciously. “What do you 
mean by that?” 

Megan shifted under his sharp gaze, unsure of how much she 
should tell him. A voice in the back of her head reminded her that if 
anyone would care less that she was from another world, it would be 
Garrett. “Me and a friend, we’re… not from around here. We aren’t even 
supposed to be here, but it wasn’t exactly our choice. It just happened.” 
She explained only what she had to, mentioning how she and Daphne had 
suddenly appeared in the city, and their encounters with Raife. She was 
tempted to mention more, but she had a feeling that she should wait until 
she could speak with Artemus. 

During this, the thief watched her with an unreadable expression, 
and when at last Megan stopped talking and gasped to fill her lungs with 
air again, he looked up at the skies, almost as if expecting something. 
“Well, this is interesting…” he muttered under his breath before looking 
back at her, as evenly as ever. “I don’t hold much stock in Keepers, 
either, but I know when one of their prophesies start messing things up in 
the city.” He turned, his black cloak falling about his shoulders in the 
same way it always had in the short videos intermixed with game play. A 
gloved hand waved her forward. “Artemus had better know what’s going 
on. Follow me.” 

With that, he began down the street, and Megan had to run to 
keep up, glancing over her shoulders at every odd noise that might be a 
zombie waiting to ambush them. The master thief seemed to have a sixth 
sense about him, allowing him to know the direction they headed, 
regardless of all the twisting, turning roads they went down. Once or 
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twice Garrett grabbed her wrist and pulled a hand free from where it 
clung to his cloak. 

“Let go,” he’d growl, waiting until Megan unknotted her hand 
from the cloth and waited for him to scope out the area around a corner 
or down a brightly lit street. 

The only means of determining direction she had was the 
silhouette of a giant cathedral, arching up into the ever darkening sky. 
Now and then, the thief would glance upward, and a soft curse escaped 
his lips before he pulled the hood of his cloak down farther. Several 
times, they had to freeze in the shadows, waiting as a zombie or a city 
guard moved only two feet from them. Once the sound of footsteps had 
vanished, the thief set off at his long stride, vanishing into the shadows so 
completely that a few times Megan froze, unsure of where to go. Each 
time, his voice would hiss out of the dark, and if his tone were not so 
frightening, she might have taken a moment to giggle softly to herself. If 
only Daphne were here! But the thought weighed heavily on her mind, 
and soon, Megan refused to think about her friend’s fate. I’ll figure out if 
she’s alive or not AFTER I find out what’s going on. It offered little 
consolation. 
 
 

Daphne let the bulky Hammerite nudge her none too gently down 
the street, inexorably heading to the cathedral. Her stomach twisted 
inside her as she thought of all the game missions that took place in the 
mighty Hammerite cathedrals. In all of them, she remembered four words 
better than any others. “I will cudgel thee!” She shivered and cast a 
forlorn glance at Sherry. The bar maid was being surprisingly stoic as she 
was marched along, holding her head high and drawing her shoulders 
back as if the man holding onto her shoulders were her guardian, and not 
her captor. 

“Thank the Builder, the cathedral is nye upon us,” Brother 
Meldorn murmured as they marched, but something in the tone of his 
voice hinted that he was nervous to get inside its heavy doors. He glanced 
about as if expecting something to appear out of nowhere beside them. 

“Nary a Pagan hath crossed mine sight,” Daphne’s guard 
muttered to his commander. Meldorn nodded solemnly. 

“Mention not their name, Brother Ellard. Ears and eyes hath no 
telling to what they plan in yon black minds… what evil they plotteth 
against the Builder’s loyal.” Meldorn took a step into the courtyard, 
above which stretched the immense height of Gormalt Cathedral. Daphne 
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swallowed hard, and caught a panicked look in Sherry’s eyes. 
The step carried him into the light of a street lamp, and before 

anyone, even Meldorn himself, knew what was going on, a cry echoed 
out of nowhere, the accent distinct. “Theres you be, Hammer man! Kills 
it, friends!” 

Daphne reeled as the guard at her shoulders spun her away from 
him, brandishing his shining hammer as he and his companion raced 
around the corner where balls of green light crashed into the cathedral 
walls. Their war cry echoed even as their screams and the screams of 
dying Pagans blanketed the night in wild, chaotic noise. It seemed as if 
almost instantly, the doors of the cathedral flew back and a flood of red 
uniformed Hammerites flew into the fray. The commotion had lights up 
and down the street turning on, the startled cries that no doubt 
accompanied them were drowned out by the battle. 

It took a few moments for the two girls to realize they were no 
longer captive, and Daphne motioned for Sherry to follow her as she 
turned to run down the street. Her feet stuck in place and she lost her 
balance, crashing to the ground with a curse. A vine had wrapped itself 
around her ankles, and it was still growing, twisting itself around her. 

“Get it off! Get it off!” Daphne cried, and Sherry’s eyes flew 
around for something sharp to start hacking the vine away with. 

Even as she looked, another vine from out of the alley twisted 
around Daphne’s arm, squeezing until she squeaked with pain. Sherry 
whirled around with a broken bottle she’d snatched from the ground and 
made her way toward the vines. 

“Stop!” A chilling voice called from the shadows, and a figure in 
the darkness extended an arm toward the bar maid. With a hiss like cords 
being unreeled with sudden force, a tangle of vines flew out of the arm 
and engulfed Sherry even as she screamed. The bottle fell shattered to the 
ground as the vines from the figure’s arms knotted around the girl’s neck, 
tightening. The screams from the girl’s throat cut off suddenly as her 
eyes rolled back and she blacked out. Only when she crumpled to the 
ground did the arm of vines withdraw back into the shadows. 

“Sherry!” Daphne cried, no more able to move than a worm in a 
cocoon. Her arms pressed against her side, even as the vines continued to 
wrap around her, squeezing her. 

The figure stepped out into the light, looking down with black, 
glittering eyes at the prisoner. Daphne’s eyes widened as she stared as the 
woman’s skin fading from green back to the color of flesh. “Victoria,” 
she gasped, feeling her heart begin pounding like one of the Hammerite’s 
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mallets in her chest. 
The woman froze and her black eyes burned. “How do you know 

about Victoria?” she asked, her voice polished and her grammar flawless, 
just like Victoria’s had been before… The words caught in Daphne’s 
throat as she shook her head in awe. Victoria was dead, wasn’t she? The 
woman took that as stubbornness, for her arm twisted into the mass of 
vines and shot out like a viper, tangling around Daphne’s throat. Her 
voice screeched like a thousand leeches, if leeches could speak. “HOW 
DO YOU KNOW ABOUT VICTORIA?” 

Daphne choked, only vaguely aware of the innumerous figures 
suddenly standing all around them. “I met her once! I know how she 
helped Garrett!” The vines tightened. 

“Dare you to speak of that man?” the woman’s skin was peeling 
back again, exposing the plantlike flesh underneath. “How did you meet 
Victoria? What would she have wanted with a meat creature like you?” 

“She saved everyone from the Mechanists! I saw it! I was there!” 
At last, the vines loosened, withdrawing back to the woman. Behind her, 
Daphne heard Sherry groan as the girl stirred out of unconsciousness. 

The woman seemed to regain a little of her face, but her beady 
black eyes never faltered from Daphne’s face. “But you are no more than 
a child,” she said, almost to herself. “What movement of the Trickster is 
this? A yearling, the sap and heartwood still green beneath the skin…” 
Then, more frightening than ever before, the woman smiled, not showing 
her teeth. “My name is Adrianna. I am Victoria’s successor.” She looked 
up at the silent, cowed Pagans as they waited for her to give them orders. 
“Take this sapling and her sister friend to the Glen.” Her eyes settled on 
Daphne once more. “Many things have changed, little shoot, since 
Victoria’s time. I know not why the Trickster has brought you to us, but 
if it is his will…”  

She made a quick gesture and a few of the Pagans moved 
forward, tying Sherry’s hands and feet to a wooden staff with leftover 
vines. Two others bent down and brushed aside the vines around Daphne. 
The crawling ropes had withered and died at Adrianna’s gesture, no more 
than crumbling decay, now. The two helped her to her feet, giving her a 
strange look of awe as the woman walked slowly over to her and laid a 
hand on her shoulder. “If it be his will…” Daphne heard Adrianna 
murmur once more, before the whole cluster began moving into the dark 
streets. The bodies of the murdered Hammerites littered the courtyard, 
and it was all Daphne could do to keep from throwing up on the ground. 

Megan was right, she thought. It’s no longer just a game… 
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Chapter Four: 
In Which A Challenge and A Curse Appears 
 

“Artemus.” Garret waited as the Keeper stifled a gasp at the 
sudden noise, and then turned around calmly, possessing all the dignity 
Megan attributed the Keepers with. 

“I wasn’t expecting you.” The tall man’s eyes flickered down to 
Megan. “Who is this?” A faint smile spread across the Keeper’s face. 
“Garret, I always saw you as a confirmed bachelor.” 

“Don’t get smart with me, Artemus. I’m not in the mood,” the 
thief growled, but to Megan’s ears it didn’t sound completely 
unfriendly… not completely… “This girl says she knows you.” 

“Does she?” Artemus turned his attention to Megan. His eyes ran 
over her with a thoughtful expression as they lingered on her face. “Have 
we met before?” 

“In a matter of speaking,” Megan said, stepping forward. “I know 
of you, and have seen you before, sort of…” 

“You’ve seen a Keeper when he did not intend for you to see 
him?” The Keeper’s eyes flickered up to Garret. “This girl sounds like 
you, Garret.” 

“I don’t care what she sounds like.” The thief glared at her. “You 
said you knew Artemus. I wouldn’t have bothered to bring you here if 
you’d mentioned that you only knew of him!” 

“Exactly! And I do know Artemus, he just doesn’t know me!” 
Megan growled back. The flash in both their eyes made the Keeper smile 
faintly before laying a hand on Megan’s shoulder. 

“Certainly, certainly. Now, I’m curious to know why you needed 
to see me so desperately that you had to trick a master thief into bringing 
you.” 

“She didn’t trick me,” Garret snarled, glowering as usual. “She 
lied. That’s different.” 

“I did not!” 
Artemus waved a hand at the thief, who begrudgingly fell silent. 

“What is your name?” 
“Megan Johnson, and I need to talk to you right away.” 
“Well, go ahead. I’m listening.” The Keeper stood, waiting. 

Megan glanced over at Garret. 
“I need to speak with you alone, sir.” 
At that, the master thief flared up with a growl. “Anything you 
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have to tell Artemus, you’ll have to tell me. I’ve got an interest to see 
where you come from, it could be important.” 

“I think you had better tell me what you know, Garret,” Artemus 
said with a frown. “If it is important enough to you to hear what a young 
girl has to say, than it’s certainly important enough for me.” 

Garret shifted, and crossed his arms as he stood in the dimmer 
shadows. “The Hammers contacted me earlier tonight. Said something 
was coming that would raise chaos in the city—in the world. Said the 
dead would walk about the city and everything would be covered in 
darkness. You know the Hammers. That’s all they’d tell me.” The way he 
shifted made Megan wonder if he was holding something back, but she 
suddenly found herself under Artemus’s eyes again. 

“And you? What did you have to tell me?” 
“Well, I came to you because Garret didn’t seem to want to help 

me,” she began, trying to hide the shiver she got from the theif’s chilling 
glare. “I don’t even know how to explain…” 

“Do your best, Megan. Start from the beginning.” 
“Okay…” And she began. 
Daphne woke up slowly, blinking the dappled sunlight into her 

eyes as she sat up, her head whirling with fading dream images. “Man, 
Megan. I had the scariest dream. I dreamed we had somehow gotten 
stuck in the game, and Garret was there, and the Pagans, and” 
 
 

“Good morning, little sprout,” Adrianna said as she glided into 
the grassy clearing. Daphne started with shock as her gaze flew about, 
trying to remember what was going on. Overhead, the sun peered through 
the leaves of several large trees. The grass was brilliant green, greener 
than any yard well tended back in the real world. Adrianna looked less 
frightening in the light, but the memory of her temper kept Daphne from 
letting her guard down. 

“Did you sleep well?” The woman looked human for the most 
part as she knelt beside the pallet of animal skins Daphne had spent the 
night on. “You look well rested.” 

“Thank you, I am. Where’s Sherry?” 
“Still sleeping. Tell me, sapling, how did you come to our world? 

You clearly know much about us and this place, especially about 
Victoria. Tell me, how did she die? Was she brave and strong like all our 
legends tell?” 
Adrianna watched her with soft eyes, but Daphne couldn’t help shivering. 
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Those eyes could turn beady black in an instant, and her skin could shift 
to green so quickly she wouldn’t have any forewarning. She must be 
careful. “Yes, she died well. If it weren’t for her and-” Daphne bit off 
mentioning Garret, remembering the cold reception that name had 
received the night before. “If it weren’t for her, I’m sure everything 
would have been destroyed by Karras’s evil plot.” 

“Karras,” Adrianna hissed the name and her eyes looked dark. 
Daphne braced herself, but the Pagan leader glanced down at her and 
chuckled gently, patting her shoulder as if to comfort her. The touch sent 
chills down Daphne’s spine. “You know much of this, little shoot. Like 
the rings of a tree, you remember the ages past. Come with me, now. I 
shall find you something to allay the complaints of your empty stomach.” 

The woman took Daphne by the hand in her cool grasp and 
helped her to her feet, leading her across the clearing. “We shall have to 
find you some new clothes as well. These will not do for you any longer, 
now that you are one of us.” 

Daphne’s heart jumped to her throat. “One of you?” 
Adrianna smiled, and it looked strangely wolfish. “Of course, little 
sprout. Why else would the Trickster send you? Come, food has been 
prepared. I will have some new clothes made for you immediately. Only 
the finest bark cloth will do for you, messenger of our Lord of Chaos.” 
Suddenly, her grip felt like ironwood, and her smile seemed as sharp as 
thorns. Daphne shivered and looked up at the sky, her silent plea to 
Megan whisked away on the wings of the wind. 

Adrianna led her to another clearing where a long wooden table 
was set for a feast. In the center of the spread was a roasted animal of 
some sort, giving off a scent that made Daphne’s stomach grumble. At 
the sound, the lady of the woods laughed and pushed her toward a seat 
near the head of the table. 

“So hungry! Has the Woodsie Lord not seen to your health? How 
long have you been with us, little sprout?” Daphne was too distracted by 
the heavenly food in front of her to think about answering either 
question. Her hands were already on the loaf of bread steaming on her 
plate when she realized Adrianna was still watching her, sitting silently at 
the head of the table. At her hesitation, the woman smiled gently, “Go 
ahead and eat. The bread is delicious.” 

When was the last time she’d had something to eat? Her stomach 
pinched, and she could feel herself trembling with hunger. I have to eat 
something, or I won’t be able to find Sherry and get out of here… She 
tore off a corner of the bread and bit into it. It really was delicious, with 
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faint hints of parsley and chives flooding her as she chewed, but when 
she swallowed, it felt as if the bread was pulling itself down her throat. 
The glint of triumph in Adrianna’s eyes sent a chill through Daphne. 
“What’s it made of?” she asked. 

“My own special recipe. It was given to me by the Woodsie 
Lord.” The woman watched with almost too much interest as Daphne 
lowered the loaf. There was something very strange about it. She could 
feel her stomach tingling. Good job, Darson! She probably just 
POISONED you! The tingling grew, and it seemed as if the air had grown 
two or three degrees warmer. Sweat formed on her brow. Something 
behind her let out a warning hiss, and Daphne dropped the bread to the 
plate. 

“Thank you, but I’m not all that hungry after all.” At that 
moment, her stomach gurgled and twisted, and Adrianna’s eyes narrowed 
dangerously as she looked toward the woods. 

“Very well. Perhaps later.” Then the woman stood up and strode 
across the clearing, vanishing into the trees without a trace. 

Daphne sat for a moment, her hand on her stomach as she tried to 
settle it. A crunching sound from the table drew her attention, and she let 
out a squeak as the food morphed into vines, coiling around the table as 
they grew at a furious rate. Scrambling back, she watched as the whole 
table became a mass of wriggling vines like snakes, staring as the green 
tendons grew brown and turned to powered dust, blown away a second 
later. Overhead, dark brown clouds like smog curled menacing fingers 
toward the forest canopy, a peal of thunder made Daphne shudder. 

“I have to find Sherry,” she whispered, catching a faint movement 
in the trees of something she wasn’t entire sure was human. The groan of 
tree branches moving without the aide of wind set a coil of fear between 
her shoulder blades. Her stomach twisted again, and she doubled over, 
shivering. This is really, REALLY bad. We have to get out of here… I 
don’t know what Adrianna’s planning, but it isn’t good. 

The twisting stopped, and she felt a sudden flood of energy. It 
was as if she’d slept for weeks and just awoken, fully renewed. Standing 
up, Daphne shivered. “Maybe the bread’s supposed to do that…” She 
didn’t half believe it, but the pain was gone, and she didn’t seem to be 
dying. Why would Adrianna try to kill me anyway? She seems to think the 
Trickster sent me. She shivered at the name. He didn’t, did he? With a 
furious shake of her head, she banished the idea. “I have to find Sherry. 
Then we’re getting out of here.” With that, she set off on her search, 
hoping the barmaid was still alive and well when she found her. 
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“Are you saying that there’s another world outside of ours… that 

watches and manipulates the events of this world?” Megan drew back at 
Garret’s snapping tone and clenching fists. “You and this friend of 
yours—are you some kind of…” The thief’s lip pulled back in a sneer of 
disgust and anger. 
 
 

Artemus stood quietly, watching. His eyes hadn’t left Megan’s 
face for the whole story, and even now, he watched her with an 
expression of deep thought. Knowing she was going to get no protection 
from the Keeper, Megan squared her jaw to face off with the master thief 
herself. Inside, every nerve was trembling at the man’s fury. “We didn’t 
have any choice! In our world, we didn’t even know you were real!” 

“Not real?” Garret took a step toward her, looking ready to rip her 
stomach out with the dagger at his side. All of a sudden, perhaps seeing 
his own reflection in her wide eyes, the thief cooled off and turned a cold 
shoulder to her, keeping his chin up as he looked down his nose at her. “I 
am no puppet.” He spat the last word as he pulled his cloak around him 
and turned to leave. 

“Wait, Garret.” Artemus held up a hand. “Wait until I’ve looked 
through some of the books to see how this all fits in. I think we both 
know that there’s more to this, and if you leave now I might not be able 
to help you.” 

The thief looked the Keeper in the eyes with his trademark 
arrogance. “I think you overestimate your influence, Keeper. I don’t need 
your help.” With a snap of his cape, Garret stepped into the shadows. 

“Wait!” Megan stepped toward the shadows, but the Keeper’s 
hand fell on her shoulder. 

“He’s already gone.” Artemus turned her to look at him. “I’m 
going to take you to the Keeper Compound. You’ll be safe there. 
Hopefully I’ll be able to find something in the books that can help you, 
but I can guarantee nothing.” 

The girl glanced back at the shadows, wishing she could feel eyes 
on her from them, but there was nothing. Only darkness. “What about 
Daphne? I can’t just leave her!” 

“I will have some people keep their eyes open for her. If she’s 
anywhere in the city, we’ll find her.” The Keeper turned and began 
leading her toward an apparently blank wall of stone. All of a sudden, a 
symbol of blue light appeared on the stones overhead. Megan stiffed a 
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gasp as she stared at it. 
“A glyph!” 
Artemus whirled around, watching her with surprise. “You can 

see it?” At her nod, he frowned thoughtfully. “There is much more to this 
than I had suspected. You have the ability to be a Keeper, then? I had not 
expected this. I hope the books tell more of what is to come, for I fear it 
will be a time of great turmoil and change. The True Keeper will have a 
part in this, no doubt.” 

“You mean Garret.” 
A flicker of an eyebrow raise. “By this point I shouldn’t be 

surprised by your knowledge of the prophecies. Well, if this is how it 
must be…” Artemus seemed hesitant before leading her through the 
glyph door into the Keeper Compound. 

Megan had seen it before, with it’s arching ceilings and walls of 
books. She’d been there, stolen trinkets from them while delving into the 
translator’s private rooms. She shivered as she recognized faces, still 
uncertain whether or not they would recognize her. Artemis kept a quick 
pace, hurriedly leading her toward the private bedrooms she remembered 
Garrett residing in at one point. When they came to the guard, the Keeper 
whispered a few words to the man before leading her to the door. Megan 
had the distinct feeling that the man was noting every aspect of her face. 

“Remain in here until I come for you,” Artemis said in a low 
voice. “I’m not certain yet how the other Keepers will react to you. 
We’ve never had anything like this before.” With that, he closed the door 
and left Megan alone in the room. That is, she thought she was alone. 

A young woman with a bulging stomach sat up from where she 
lay on one of the beds. Megan stared at her. The woman was familiar, 
even if the appearance of pregnancy wasn’t. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know 
there was anyone else here,” Megan stammered, shifting uncomfortably 
under the woman’s eyes. 

“That’s alright,” the woman sighed, laying back down. “I was just 
hoping…” She looked over at Megan. “Have you come to seek shelter 
with the Keepers?” 

“In a way, yes. I suppose so.” Megan’s feet carried her over to the 
bed beside the pregnant woman, and she sat down, folding her hands in 
her lap. The woman was so familiar. But where had she seen her? “I 
came for help, at any rate.” 

“You and I are in the same situation, then,” the woman sighed. “I 
came to seek the Keeper’s aide when my husband was arrested for trying 
to get some medicine for me. I’ve been sick recently, and we didn’t have 
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any money. So Basso thought he might try—” 
“Basso!” Megan cried, making the poor woman jump. “That’s 

where I’ve seen you before! You’re Jenivere! Garrett helped you escape 
from where you worked as a servant!” 

The woman paled. “How do you know this?” 
I have to watch myself. These people don’t remember me, and so far, 
their reactions to me explaining that their whole world is just a game 
weren’t very good. “I know Garrett,” Megan stammered. “That’s all.” 

“You know the Master Thief?” Jenivere whispered, leaning 
forward eagerly. “He is the one I was trying to contact through the 
Keepers! When Basso was arrested, he sent me a private note telling me 
to contact the Keepers and to find Garrett! Do you know where he is? Do 
you know if he’d help my dear Basso escape?” 

The woman’s excitement made Megan lean back, as if the 
velocity of the words could blow her across the room. “I’m sorry, I don’t 
know where he is…” The woman’s face fell, and she laid back on the 
bed. 

“I had hoped the Keepers had found him. I’d hoped that when you 
entered, you were Garrett.” Tears pearled up in the corners of her eyes, 
slipping down her cheeks. “They want to hang him. My poor, dear Basso. 
I’ve been here for a week, and the Keepers have done nothing.” 

Megan felt her stomach knot up. Artemis was RIGHT THERE 
with Garrett! If he knew about Basso, why hadn’t he said anything about 
it to Garrett? She wasn’t sure the thief would have cared, let alone done 
anything about it. Then again, Garrett did like flustering the city guard, 
and this was the perfect opportunity for it. If he could stand helping 
someone! She thought bitterly. “I wish there was something I could do to 
help,” she sighed, then froze. Who had played Garrett all these years? I’m 
as close to Garrett as anyone else! If I break Basso out, then he’ll owe 
me a favor. And it’d be something I could hold over Garrett’s head. He 
might reconsider helping me if I could say I’d broken someone out of 
prison! “Jenivere,” she said quickly, “I’ll rescue Basso.” 

“No, I couldn’t possibly accept that!” Jenivere cried, putting a 
hand over her mouth. “I would feel horrible if you risked your life! No, I 
could ask it of Garrett because I’d know he could take care of himself.” 

Megan’s face burned. I’ve been through everything that blasted 
thief has been. I can do anything he can do. The memory of her and 
Daphne’s sad attempt to use a rope arrow came to mind, but she shook it 
off. The only reason that didn’t go smoothly was because I didn’t have a 
bow, and Raife wouldn’t lend it to us. Blast him! There’s another 
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worthless thief! It’s about time I stop waiting around to do something. I 
have the skills, I’m not going to just sit around. Daphne and I have to get 
home, and I’m going to do something about it. Frowning, Megan stood 
up, still facing Jenivere as she prepared yet another lie. This is getting to 
be a habit, she scolded herself. After this, no more lies. Half-truths, 
maybe. But no more deliberate lies. “I happen to have a few connections 
who might know where Garrett is. I’ll send them a message to give to 
him. I don’t think the Keepers particularly care what happens to Basso. 
They’re a little distracted with their own problems.” 

“Please tell Garrett to hurry. I don’t know when they plan to hang 
my love. And thank you.” Jenivere reached up and caught Megan’s hand, 
squeezing it tightly before letting the young girl go. 

First, she tiptoed to the door, cracking it open only to see the 
guard startle and frown at her. She closed the door softly and frowned. 
That won’t work… There was a glyph… somewhere in this room… 

Megan slipped to the wall, moving slowly until a block of stone 
caught her eye. The sliding wall! Of course! She stepped onto the slab 
and felt it sink below her. The stone bookcase slid open, exposing a 
bright blue glyph on the stones. With a smile, she watched the wall fade 
away into the smoky blue path of glyph magic. Ability to be a Keeper, 
huh? Well, let’s just put this to good use. Behind her, she heard Jenivere 
gasp, but the sound was left far behind her as she stepped through and 
vanished. 
 
 

The pagans stood in a ring around the still figure on the ground. 
Daphne came toward them, doing her best not to run to Sherry’s side. 
One of the pagans, the leader of the guards, stepped forward, “Woodsie 
Lord Messenger,” he whispered in awe, “Helpsies you need?” 

“I want to speak with that girl,” she replied, trying to keep her 
posture as arrogant as possible. If they were fully convinced that she was 
sent by their god, surely they’d obey her. 

The pagan shook his shaggy head. “Askies any other thing, 
Woodsie Lord Servant. Speaksies you cannot.” 

“Why not?” Daphne demanded. Her stomach started tingling 
again. It hurt, but she wasn’t about to stop now. Megan never shows her 
fear! I have to be brave! “I demand to see the prisoner!” 

Three other pagans stepped up behind their leader, blocking her 
way. From inside, the twisting, knotting pain boiled up as she got angrier. 
I just want to make sure she’s alright! The pain was overwhelming, and 
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with a cry of anger and frustration, Daphne dropped to one knee, 
clutching her stomach. The pagan man stepped toward her, a hand 
reaching out in concern. 

“Get away from me!” Daphne yelled, but her voice sounded 
strange to her ears. It sounded as if there were more voices than her own 
mingling together to say the same things. Inside, the knot grew larger. 
The pagan man stopped, staring at her. “Getsies Adrianna—” 

“No!” The voices, mingling together. She could hear the creaking 
of wood in her ears. She threw her hand out toward the pagan who had 
begun running toward the woods. 

There was a hiss, like rope on rope, she could feel the man’s skin 
in her grip, could feel… Daphne looked up from where she crouched and 
screamed. Her arm had become a writhing length of twisting vines, at the 
end they twisted around the pagan, crushing him to death. She let him go 
instinctively, and the vines whipped back to her, shaping back into an 
arm of green. Daphne looked over at her other arm, at her knees, 
everything was green. The knot inside her sent a tingling spike down her 
spine, and she doubled over again, pressing her forehead into the grass, 
pulling up a clod of it in each hand as she clamped her teeth. 

Abruptly, the tingling ceased. Breathing hard, Daphne began 
shaking. What’s going on? What WAS that? I’m not—she didn’t… 

“Mistress,” the pagan leader whispered, bending down to lay a 
hand on her back. 

“Don’t touch me!” Daphne screamed, scrambling away from him. 
Looking down, she could see that her arms were flesh again, her voice 
was her own. With a sigh of relief, she tried to control her shaking. When 
she glanced up again, she saw that Sherry was awake. The barmaid stared 
at her in terror, mouth open, eyes almost buldging out of her head. She 
couldn’t speak, but her lips were easy enough to read. 

“You’re one of them,” she mouthed silently. 
“I’m not!” Daphne cried. “I’m not, I swear!” The tingling was 

starting again. No, no, please no! This can’t be happening to me! I’m not 
supposed to be a pagan, I’m supposed to be a thief! I’m supposed to be 
with Megan back at her house! I’m not supposed to be like Adrianna! 
The knot tightened in her stomach. She could hear the crackling of her 
skin turning to green, felt her vision shift as her eyes turned black. I don’t 
want to be a monster! The pagans pulled back, terrified as she stood up. I 
don’t want to stay here! I want to find Megan! I want to leave this place! 
And I want Sherry to stop looking at me like that! With a shriek that was 
not her voice, the vines whipped out from her arms and plowed the 
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pagans down. She could feel the vines wrapping around them, throwing 
them against trees, up into the air, anywhere to get them out of the way. 
The vines had a life of their own, and as the tingling grew, she felt herself 
slipping into another mind. I am a plant. I am one with the forest. The 
Woodsie Lord is my Father. 

“NO!” Daphne threw herself to the ground, the vines twisted 
back, the world spun in circles. “I’m not one of them!” she shouted, and 
there was no other voice. Just hers. Her arms were normal again, her skin 
was flesh again. Her eyes were back to normal. She shook all over, and 
before she knew it, she was crying. “It’s not supposed to be like this!” 
she moaned. “I’m supposed to be the good guy! I don’t want to be a 
monster!” 

The grass pressed against her forehead as she cried, smearing dirt 
across her brow. She was afraid to look up and see Sherry frozen in 
terror. She was afraid to find all the pagans scattered unconscious around 
the clearing. She just wanted to go home. 

“Daphne?” A hand settled on her shoulder, and though Sherry 
jumped back when Daphne raised her head, the barmaid did her best to 
hide her fear. “What’s happened to you? What have they done to you?” 
Daphne tried to reply, but the words stuck in her throat, and all she could 
do was start crying all over again. For a few moments, Sherry stayed 
back, watching as if to be certain Daphne’s skin wouldn’t suddenly 
mutate again, but when it didn’t, she came over and put her hand on the 
girl’s shoulder. 

“We’ll find a cure, I promise!” she whispered. “I know a guy who 
has a cure for everything. We’ll go to him, he’ll fix you.” 

“You have to go,” Daphne choked. “Adrianna will come, I’m sure 
of it. She can probably sense where I am. She can probably tell when I… 
when I…” Daphne shook at the thought of her arms extending in a mass 
of vines. 

“I’m not going to leave you here!” Sherry growled. “Just don’t do 
that again, ok?” 

Daphne nodded, though she resisted when Sherry grabbed her 
arm and pulled her to her feet. “Come on!” Sherry barked, pulling her 
toward the edge of the clearing. Through the forest on the other side of 
the grassy area, they heard the crunching footsteps of Adrianna’s tree 
minion coming to check on the commotion. Fear stabbed the girls in the 
heart, and without any encouragement, Daphne dashed after Sherry into 
the woods. 
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Chapter Five: 
In Which Daphne and Megan Become Thieves 
 

“I’m a horrible person,” Megan whispered under her breath as she 
slipped out of a dark house, her arms filled with prized items. “I can’t 
believe I’m doing this.” Across the road, a shadowed overhang with a 
good amount of hiding room called to the guilty anxiety. With the blood 
pounding in her ears, she couldn’t be sure if she heard footsteps or not. 
Every shadow looked like a guard, every click and hum of the nightscape 
sent goose bumps up and down her arms. Just go! 

Dashing across the street and through the light, Megan ducked 
into the welcoming shadows of the overhang. Only when her heart beat 
slowed enough for her to hear clearly did she let out a sigh of relief. 
There were no footsteps anywhere. She sighed again, running a hand 
through her bangs before setting down the supplies she’d snitched. A 
purse filled with gold coins was quickly set aside as an essential, and 
Megan quickly pulled it open, dropping two rings into the sack with a 
clink. Drawstrings pulled tight once more, she quickly moved on to the 
next items of necessity, a pair of trousers, a belt, and a regular tunic. She 
stood up and paused, straining her ears for any sound that would betray a 
passerby. There was nothing. Grabbing up the short dagger from among 
the stolen items, Megan slit the ties in the back of the dress and let the 
bodice and skirts fall to her bare ankles. In a flash, motivated by terrified 
modesty, the tunic was thrown over her head and the trousers pulled up 
before so much as a moment had passed. With the belt fastened tight 
around her narrow waist, Megan undid the ties of a sack she’d grabbed 
that would be able to carry most of the things she needed. Into this sack, 
she stuffed two flash bombs, the two health potions she’d carried around 
from her earlier crime, the speed potion from the same place, and a newly 
prized pair of orbs which had a strange greenish tinge to them. These she 
put on top before pulling the drawstrings on the sack closed and throwing 
the strap over her shoulder. Then she picked up the purse and the dagger, 
sliding the weapon into the leather sheath attached to the belt, and tying 
on the purse by its drawstrings just behind the blade. When she was 
content the purse and sack would make little noise while moving, she 
sank to her knees and sighed, fighting off a new round of shivers 
unrelated to the cool air. 

I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m a criminal. A premeditated 
criminal. I’ve stolen these things from someone who might need them. 



54 

 

Megan shook her head with a frown, glowering into the shadows around 
her. “I’ll make it up to them somehow. I can’t think about this right now, 
I’ve got to get to Pavelock prison and rescue Basso before they hang 
him.” With a final sigh, Megan stood up wearily and looked around her. 
The streets didn’t look anything like they did in the game, it was so real. 
It could have been any medieval city in history for all she could tell them 
apart, and for all she could recognize. The thought that she might have 
wandered into a part of the city the game hadn’t allowed the players to go 
settled a cold chill in her stomach, but she did her best to force it down 
and step out into the streets. There had to be something that would help 
her locate herself and find her way to the prison. 

Her footsteps were the only sound echoing through the streets 
which made her very self-conscious, ducking into shadows whenever 
they were available so that she could stop and listen for movement. It was 
as if the city were dead for all the noise its occupants made. Even the 
occasional howl of a dog made Megan breathe a sigh of relief before 
dashing to the next hiding spot. 

Down the road, a sign creaked in the faint breeze. Megan 
recognized the blue bird painted on its battered surface: the sign of the 
city guard. A smile flashed across her face for a moment as a world of 
possibilities opened up. They have to have a map or something that will 
tell me where Pavelock is! And they might have some other useful things 
as well. After such a greedy thought, Megan quickly scolded herself. 
When I get back home, I’ll take all the stuff I don’t need anymore, and 
I’ll sell it all in a garage sale, I swear. You can’t take just anything for 
nothing. But somehow, in the back of her mind, the excitement lingered, 
and she had a hard time keeping the smirk from her face as she dashed 
down the street toward the sign. 
 
 

The streets of the city, while dark, were hardly quiet, as a faint 
whimpering echoed against the walls of the tall, sleeping buildings. Two 
small figures stood in the middle of a side road, struggling against each 
other. 

“Stop moping!” Sherry growled. “We’ll get this fixed, but you’ve 
got to keep walking! We can’t stop now! When those pagans find out 
we’re missing-” 

“I am a pagan now,” Daphne sighed as she looked at her feet. Her 
shoulders drooped, even as the barmaid tugged on her arm, forcing her to 
take step after step forward. 
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It hadn’t been hard to get through the forest, the terror of the 
things that lived within it had kept them running, but once the stone walls 
of the city surrounded them, the fear of diabolical plants seemed far 
away. 

“Stop that! You’re not a pagan!” 
“Well what am I then, Sherry? Tell me!” Daphne yanked herself 

free and crossed her arms, glowering as fiercely as she could. “I’m not 
even supposed to BE here!” 

At this, the barmaid put on a frightening face of her own and 
planted her fists on her hips. “Well, you ARE here! And from the looks 
of it, there’s nothing we can do about it until we find Garrett, which 
means we need to find something to cure you!” Sherry snapped. “If I 
recall correctly, that psycho vine lady didn’t seem to react to him too 
well, and I’m sure he wouldn’t react well to someone like her either!” 

“What if it can’t be cured?” With her fingers twined together, 
shoulders hunched, and her eyes wide and a hint watery, Daphne looked 
more like a sad puppy than anything else. 

This time, Sherry smiled. “Oh, don’t worry about that. Jack’s got 
everything. If there’s anything that can help you, even a tiny bit, he’ll 
have it.” 
The other girl sighed and nodded. “Ok. Let’s go, then.” 

“Right! It’s about time!” Sherry crossed her arms and began 
marching down the street. Suddenly, she stopped and looked back. “Do 
we have any money?” 
Daphne shook her head, but, enlivened by the short pep talk, a 
mischievous thought glittered in her eyes. “I have an idea how we could 
get some…” 

“Oh?” Sherry lifted an eyebrow. “And how’s that?” 
Daphne turned her head slowly to look down the street, where a lone 
civilian was strolling along innocently. The slow spreading smile Daphne 
wore made Sherry lift a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re not serious,” she 
asked, but Daphne was very serious. 

“You go lure him over here-” 
“Are you KIDDING ME? Use myself as BAIT?” 
“-and I’ll whack him over the head with… um…” Daphne 

glanced about and spotted a few pieces of a wooden fence that looked as 
if it’d come off without much trouble. She cackled, running over to pull a 
board free. “This will work!” she said, holding it up above her as if to 
examine the quality of the wood. 

“I’m not doing it.” 
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“Come on. It’ll be fun.” 
“Why do I have to lure him over?” 
Daphne’s eyes only had to flicker down, absorbing Sherry’s low 

bosomed dress to get her reasoning across, and with a burning face, 
Sherry scowled. “Fine. I’ll do it. But only because Jack doesn’t give 
anything for free.” With that, she tossed her hair over her shoulders and 
sauntered out into the street toward the young man with the bulging 
purse. 

She batted her eyelashes at the poor fellow, completely unaware 
of the coming headache he would have. “Hey there, mister,” Sherry said, 
putting on her best impression of a jaded bar wench. “That arm of yours 
looks lonely with no woman to cling to it.” 

The poor fool chuckled at this, as did Daphne, who had to press a 
hand over her mouth to keep from bursting into laughter. She pressed 
into the shadows of the alley, hoping the fellow hadn’t heard her snicker. 
He hadn’t. Instead, as Sherry swaggered, rolling her hips from side to 
side with the seductive sway of a cobra, he followed her, awestruck, jaw 
hanging open. As she passed the shadowed hiding place, she gave 
Daphne a piercing glare that telepathically growled, “Don’t you EVER 
make me do this again.” 

With a deep breath and a resounding crack, Daphne slammed the 
board down on the man’s head. Perhaps more by luck than anything else, 
the man crumpled and collapsed onto the stones. Sherry dropped down 
beside him and quickly slit the strings of his purse. She pawed it open 
and sat counting the coins for a moment, only to let out a heavy sigh 
before looking up. Daphne was still splitting her attention between the 
board in her hands and the man on the ground. 

“I-I just mugged someone!” she giggled. “This is GREAT!” 
“Yeah, well, he wasn’t as well off as his purse would suggest.” 

Sherry held up a handkerchief, which she’d pulled from the purse. “He 
padded it, stupid fool. He deserved what he got for being such an idiot.” 

“So we didn’t get much?” Daphne bent down to get a better look 
at the coins. “How much can that get us?” 
Sherry gave her a look and then shook her head. “I forgot—you’re not 
from here. Basically, forty gold coins will buy us nothing.” 

“Oh, that’s right,” the other said with a thoughtful nod, “regular 
arrows alone cost fifteen coins apiece.” She glanced over at Sherry’s 
shocked expression. “I saw it somewhere… At any rate, we’re going to 
need more than this.” 

“I hate to agree with you,” Sherry sighed, “but it’s true. Even 
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being one of Jack’s friends, he’d never be so cheap as to sell us 
something for only forty.” 
Daphne stood up. “Ok. All we need to do is steal a few more purses…” 

“I’m not putting myself on display again,” Sherry growled. “No 
way, no how.” 
 
 

Warm light poured from the doorway, and Megan could hear 
muffled voices from inside. She slowed her gait as she drew near the 
door, and carefully stepped into the shadows beside the window. By 
tilting her head and standing on her toes, she could just see inside the 
guard house, confident she couldn’t be seen back. 

The two guards stood idly in front of Garret’s face painted with 
black ink on a parchment pinned to the wall. They were both swordsmen. 
Megan cursed silently. It wouldn’t be hard to use up one of her precious 
gas bombs and knock them both out, but she resented having to use one 
before she’d even arrived at the prison. There would surely be better 
opportunities for it later. Then again, if she so much as sneezed, she’d 
have two swords on her tail, and with her limited knowledge of the city’s 
layout, could find herself walled up in an alley, facing death. 
Better safe than sorry. This isn’t a game anymore, I could die. And I’m 
pretty certain there’s no “restart” option. With a heavy sigh, Megan 
slipped her sack to the ground and undid the strings. Carefully lifting out 
one of the green-tinted metal spheres, she peered back through the 
window. Here goes, she thought, quickly hefting the gas bomb into the 
room. 

She ducked down into the shadows as the sphere struck the 
ground and both guards let out a yell of surprise. With a sudden, 
explosive hiss, a cloud of green gas billowed out the window over her 
head, forcing Megan to leap away, her hand pressed over her mouth and 
nose. Her eyes stung from the gas, even after it dissipated, and the guard 
station was silent. 

I think that did it, she thought, still afraid to open her mouth for 
fear that trace amounts of the gas might be strong enough to knock her 
out as well. The thought of it made her stifle a giggle, imagining how 
foolish she’d look passed out in the middle of the street, when the guards 
came to and found her. The thought of them finding her, however, sent a 
spike of urgency through her, and she hurried into the guard station. 

The two men had fallen where they stood, completely 
unconscious and breathing calmly. Megan uncovered her nose enough to 



58 

 

sniff for the intoxicating vapors, and finding no strange scent remaining, 
let out the air she’d held in her lungs. A few useful items—two more 
flash bombs and a healing potion, along with a couple of arrows—lay on 
the shelf to the side, and Megan quickly picked up everything but the 
arrows. “I’ll wait until I have a bow,” she muttered. “Then I’ll come back 
for them.” The thought made her feel sick and she shook her head. “I’m 
here for a map, or something, not for more stuff.” But she hung on to the 
flash bombs and the potion. 

She found a map, alright, pinned beneath Garret’s wanted poster, 
and marked with his latest sightings. Megan quickly pulled it off the wall 
and folded it, smiling to herself. “This could be useful later, too, if I need 
to second guess where Garret might spend his time,” she whispered. Jerk 
though he is, she added silently. 

With items in hand, Megan bolted back outside and placed the 
new items in the sack, save for the map which she kept in hand. When 
everything was tightly secured in the bag, she slipped the strap over her 
shoulder and opened the map. She was already a fair distance from the 
hidden Keeper Compound, which put her not far from South Quarter, 
where the large insignia of the city guard was stamped on the map with 
the words “Pavelock Prison” written in fine script beneath it. From the 
locations of the little red Xs all across the city, Garret avoided the place 
like the plague. 

Megan turned around, pinning down her present location from the 
landmark and building indicators on the map. She wasn’t far at all. In 
fact, a few blocks down from the guard station would lead her right 
around the corner to Pavelock. I feel so stupid, she thought, frowning as 
she tucked the map into her belt. It’s practically right in front of me! 

With the streets still empty, it took no time at all to come to the 
corner, and Megan instinctively ducked into a shadow before peering 
around to scope out the scene. Down the way, she could see the main 
entrance of the prison, but there were no guards standing near it, which 
made her nervous. Why wouldn’t someone stand guard outside? Then 
again, who would be foolish enough to enter a prison from the 
OUTSIDE? I don’t think they often have a wave of people coming in the 
front doors unless they’re escorted. 

Still, Megan was very cautious as she rounded the corner and 
inspected the situation. It had been a long time since she’d been in 
Pavelock, and that time, she’d been more concerned with getting out than 
getting in. From that experience, though, she didn’t recall waltzing out 
through the front doors. There must be another way in… But where? So 
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far as she could tell from the outside, there were no other entrances 
besides the main doors. 

“Think!” she scolded herself. “It’s got to be near by.” 
Keeping her ears attentive for the sound of anyone coming near, 

Megan quickly walked up and down the street, examining the prison 
walls. The first search turned up nothing, which wasn’t surprising, 
considering Megan’s inability to see most things directly in front of her 
eyes, but on the second trip back, she spotted a strange grate hidden 
behind a push-cart propped up against the wall. Upon closer inspection, 
she found that the grate not only opened, but that there was a ladder 
leading down from the opening. 

“Jackpot!” 
With a grin, she twisted around and began lowering herself into 

the bowels of Pavelock prison, with only a faint memory of what she 
would find inside. 
 
 

Four unconscious bodies later, Daphne stood gloating over a 
small fortune, contained within several bulging purses she held in her 
hands. Sherry stood scowling in the corner, visibly struggling to keep 
back the sharp words her tongue wanted to fling out. 

“Will this be enough?” Daphne asked. 
“Enough?” Sherry barked. “We could have stopped after the 

second guy! He had those rings and that necklace too!” Sherry crossed 
her arms and sent her burning glare in the direction of the tubby, sleeping 
man, one of the few piled in the corner. 

“Aw, come on,” the other grinned. “That wouldn’t have been 
nearly as much fun.” 

“You’re starting to find this too amusing, you know. As I recall, 
you’re not really a thief, but you’re sure doing a good job at fooling me, 
right now.” The barmaid walked over to take a peek at the loot. “We 
should get going. The city guards may be stupid, but they’re not so dumb 
that they won’t see four bodies in the street. I’d rather avoid being 
caught, thanks very much.” 

Daphne nodded her agreement. “Let’s get to that friend of yours. I 
want this mess taken care of as soon as possible. Megan is still 
somewhere around the city, alone, and after seeing all these guys come 
onto you, I don’t think it’s too safe for a lone girl.” 

Sherry rolled her eyes. “I was trying to lure them over. I doubt 
she’s doing the same.” 
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The other chuckled at the thought of Megan rolling her hips in her 
baggy jeans and tee-shirt. Actually, even if she’d been dressed like 
Sherry, it would have been preposterous. Megan was as modest as they 
come, quick to blush, and quick to get angry if she felt uncomfortable. 
Thinking of her friend, Daphne felt a twinge of loneliness. As wonderful 
as Sherry was, and as helpful as she’d been, Daphne couldn’t help but 
wish Megan were there. It would have made everything a little less scary. 
Then again, I’ll bet anything she wouldn’t have approved of mugging 
four guys in an alley. Daphne rolled her eyes, which caught Sherry’s 
attention. 

“What?” the barmaid demanded, instinctively going on her guard. 
“Nothing. Let’s get going. Lead the way.” 
The two girls moved swiftly into the street, running as softly as 

they could. Behind them, near the alley, footsteps echoed off the stone 
walls of the watchful buildings as a lone city guard strolled along, 
humming to himself. He came around the corner and paused, taking his 
time to glance back the way he’d come and the way Daphne and Sherry 
had run. Then he looked down the alley. 

Sherry was quick on her feet, and Daphne struggled to keep up 
and still be unnoticed by the few civilians strolling along. With all the 
turns the barmaid took, Daphne was surprised that the girl might actually 
know where she was going. Wherever “Jack” was, he did not reside in 
Black Alley, which made Daphne suspicious. If he was a man of good 
repute, would he think twice about turning them in? Then again, would 
any member of Black alley think twice about it? And they might just turn 
us in to people more frightening than the city guard, like the pagans… 
The thought made her shudder. Adrianna’s voice was too familiar to her 
ears for her to want to hear it again any time soon. 

Down a few more dark streets, around several unexpected turns, 
Sherry finally stopped in front of a rundown little shop tucked between 
two three-story stone buildings. The little place looked too dark to be 
open, but the barmaid didn’t hesitate to push open the door and go inside 
without so much as a knock. Daphne followed, but not so eagerly. 

The inside of the place looked more like a pack-rat’s nest than a 
shop. Things of all sorts were piled one on top of another nearly up to the 
ceiling, and everything looked precariously balanced like a matured game 
of Jenga. Sherry sidestepped amongst the articles and made her way over 
to the surprisingly clutter-less counter at the far side of the shop. She rang 
the silver bell sitting idly on the wood surface, and from back in the 
unseen room behind the shop, they heard shuffling. A rather short, 
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scrawny man came bolting out of the back, still dressed in what looked 
like his sleeping clothes, complete with cap. 

“Sorry to wake you, Jack,” Sherry began, but the little man 
beamed and held up his hands eagerly. 

“No, no trouble at all, my dear! It’s good to see you! After the 
incident at the bar, I was afraid something might have happened to you.” 

Sherry scoffed and tossed a glare in Daphne’s direction. “Well, 
things have gotten a little hectic since then…” 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Jack asked. His voice was a 
little too high for Daphne’s liking, and his stature was a little too short, 
but he had a nice young face, and looked to be as young as thirty. 

Sherry began explaining the situation, but Daphne was already 
growing distracted by the artifacts around the shop. There were a lot of 
trinkets that looked vaguely familiar. Among them, she found a few 
things that looked to be of Mechanist origin. “That was such a great 
game,” she murmured to herself with a smile as she continued to poke 
around the shop. “Karras was such a whack-job. And with all his robots, 
good grief!” She paused to bend over a shiny object. 

All of a sudden, from behind her, she heard something that 
sounded so familiar, it sent a rush of panic through her. The low chink-
whine of a machine echoed through the store as an enormous object 
toppled several piles on top of Daphne, who screamed throwing her arms 
over her head as she fell to the ground. Whatever it was stood over her, 
looking down at her so close she could hear the humming of its inner 
machinery. Slowly, she opened her eyes and found herself staring into a 
golden cherubim face, with one enormous blue lens. 
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Chapter Six: 
In Which A Conflict of Conscience 
Occurs 
 

The value of her several years worth of practice came to Megan’s 
mind as she crouched in the shadows, carefully avoiding yet another 
patrolling guard. Moving had been slow from the beginning, with each 
peek around the next corner bringing as much anxiety as the last, with no 
relief, even when the halls were empty. In fact, Megan’s anxiety was 
worse when she couldn’t see or hear the guards. They were there, but 
without sensory tips to let her know their location, she feared every step 
was bringing her closer to a head-on encounter. 

The first patrol had inflated her confidence, his slow, steady steps 
so audible she couldn’t help but know his exact location. Slipping past 
him was a breeze, and she felt a sly chuckle rise in her throat. What had 
she been worried about earlier? She was a master thief, just like Garrett! 
These bumbling guards didn’t stand a chance against her cunning wit and 
sly maneuvers. 

When she turned the corner, however, and only narrowly avoided 
walking right into the sight of a guard patrolling the sewer pipes at the 
bottom of the long flight of stairs, her confidence quickly melted into 
absolute terror. The blades at the men’s sides became suddenly sharper in 
her eyes, and their dull, expressionless eyes keener and more alert than 
ever before. With her heart pounding in her ears, Megan clung to the 
shadowy walls, trying to discern pulse from pad of footfall. In her mind, 
any remote memory of the layout of the prison vanished into the smoky 
haze of baffled fear, and she found herself dodging to safe hiding places 
more than carefully maneuvering down the grim hallways toward where 
Basso must be housed. 

She wasn’t long inside when she came upon the torture chamber, 
the ceiling strung with grizzly, pain-inducing tools. From cages set into 
the floor on either side—each patrolled by a single guard—she could 
hear the angry murmur of voices, mingled with whimpers and shrieks of 
men deranged from pain and suffering. It was with much more speed 
than she thought she could quietly summon that Megan flew through the 
room when the guards had their backs turned. 

The other side proved no safer, for even before she could get 
through the door, she spotted another guard patrolling the inside hall. 
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Crouching in the meager shadows, she waited, her nerves tingling to 
move as her animalistic desire to flee kicked in at the sound of the 
nearing steps. What if she was wrong in assuming he wouldn’t open the 
door? Just a crack and he would see her there. With two other guards in 
the room, she would never escape. 

Dear God, Megan prayed, pressing closer to the wall, If this isn’t 
too weird for you, please let him turn around! 

The footsteps drew closer, their echo ringing in her ears as if he 
were walking toward her in an enormous cavern. He was practically on 
top of her, now! Clenching her teeth and her fists, along with squeezing 
her eyes shut, Megan pushed even further into the corner, feeling the hard 
stones press back with cold pain that intensified with each passing 
second. Behind her, she could hear the other guards drawing near on their 
rounds. Overhead, metal spikes and razor-toothed steel jaws hissed as 
they brushed against each other. All that remained would be the clink of 
the door opening and the shocked cry of discovery! 

But it never came. Just when she was certain the door would open 
and she would find herself surrounded by no less than three armed 
guards, Megan heard the footsteps fading away. It took a few seconds 
before she realized that the longer she waited, the closer the guard on the 
other side of the door would be to turning around again, and with that in 
mind, she opened the door as quietly as possible and slipped into the 
shadows lining the hall. Oh the sweet chill of darkness on her cheeks! 
Hidden at last! 

The guard continued his pacing of the hall, but it was much 
clearer, now from the shadows, that he would cause her no trouble. 
Rushing almost haphazardly past him, only vaguely worried about the 
occasional hiss of her footsteps, Megan slipped at last through the door at 
the far end of the hall and found herself safely alone looking down yet 
another flight of stairs. How far was she from the surface? It felt as if she 
were descending into the very depths of the earth, as if any time she 
would go through a door and find magma on the other side. It wasn’t 
impossible, she recalled. There had been missions in the earlier thief 
games which had brought her to such places. But with her memory 
clearing and her face set with determination, Megan knew these stairs 
would only bring her closer to Basso, and with Basso, closer to getting 
Garrett to help her and Daphne. 

Daphne. The thought of her friend came to her at such 
inconvenient times, now, making her stomach turn over on itself and 
bring shivers to her arms and legs. Daphne’s laughter rang in her ears, 
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and with a soft growl, Megan shook her head as if to get the memories 
out. I can’t think about that now! Later. 

With the shivers gone, Megan took a deep breath and descended 
the stairs, each step bringing her toward the sound of more footsteps. 
Near the bottom, she crouched in the shadows and watched the path of 
the guard. He was never fully facing away from her, and the door she 
needed to get to was only kitty-corner from where she stood. He would 
see her no matter what she did. It was time to use her second gas bomb. 
A flash bomb would only alert him to someone’s presence, and she 
couldn’t afford that, not if she was supposed to sneak Basso out. 

Reluctantly, but with the knowledge that this would be incredibly 
convenient when she and the rescued man slipped out together without 
having to worry about catching the guard’s eye, Megan reached into her 
bag and pulled out the metal sphere. She gazed through the small window 
at the swirling green gasses, but only for a moment until the guard 
became too close to miss. Then she tossed it onto the floor and spun 
away, covering her nose and mouth. The sphere clinked on the ground 
and the gas hissed out. A few seconds later, she heard a body collapse to 
the floor. That was when she heard the cursing. 

Shooting to her feet, Megan peered around the corner, fearful of 
seeing the guard still on his feet with his sword at the ready. But the 
guard was passed out on the floor, collapsing as he walked. The foul 
words poured out of another pair of lips from behind the bars of the large 
holding cell across from where she now stood. It was all she could do to 
keep from laughing at the cruel irony of life when she saw who it was. 

All Raife did was let out a groan when he saw her. “Oh, not you. 
No wonder. I thought it was an amateur tossing gas bombs around. You 
could have knocked me out, you know that?” 

Megan crossed her arms and scowled at the thief.  “If I’m the 
amateur, why are you the one behind bars? I thought you were slick 
enough to keep yourself out of trouble, now that you don’t have us two 
little girls clinging to you.” The scorn in her voice was not unnoticed, and 
the thief’s eyebrows rose as he put up his hands in mock surrender. 

“Well, pardon me, mistress thief. Had I not bumped into your 
dear little friend, I wouldn’t be in this position at all!” 

It was Megan’s turn to be surprised, and involuntarily, she took a 
step toward him. “You’ve seen Daphne? She’s alive?” 

“I don’t know if she is anymore,” Raife replied. “And I don’t 
care. In fact, I don’t know why I’m even talking to you. You’ve never 
been anything but trouble to me.” 
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Megan’s eyes narrowed and she could feel the hairs on the back 
of her neck rising in anger. With a few swift steps, she was up against the 
metal bars, yanking the thief by the neck of his shirt until he was close 
enough to smell her breath. He would have made a face if he hadn’t been 
so shocked by the sudden display of rage. 

“Look, you!” Megan spat, unconcerned when flecks of spit 
landed on the thief’s face. “I’ve wasted all my patience with your kind on 
Garrett, and if you so much as look cocky, I’ll make sure your face never 
looks so pretty again!” It was only now that Megan realized the knife she 
had stolen earlier, that had rested all this time safely in its casing, was in 
her hand and only inches from the thief’s stomach. He noticed this as 
well, and a solemn calm had come over him. At least it wasn’t mocking. 
Shaking off the chill that gripped her as she thought of what she must 
look like, Megan continued. “Where did you see Daphne? And don’t 
even think about lying to me, I’ve had enough of that, too!” 

“I ran into her not long after leaving that guard’s house.” Raife’s 
voice lacked any hint of arrogance as he spoke, and his civility surprised 
Megan. Still, she was certain his affability was only due to the presence 
of the knife near his vital organs, and for that reason, she didn’t put it 
away. “There are undead out there, you know. I ran into one, and then ran 
directly into her and another girl she was traveling with. The other one 
looked like a barmaid, but I’ve forgotten her name. They’d seen Garrett 
speaking with some Hammers about some kind of curse that has come 
upon the city. They said there was something in the Old Quarter that 
made it happen. Daphne thought that whatever it was had something to 
do with the two of you coming from another world.” 

As he said this, Megan loosed her grip on his shirt, unconsciously 
slipping the knife into its sheath. “That’s what he was talking about…” 
she whispered to herself, gazing absently at the floor while her mind 
raced to catch up. 

“That’s what who was talking about?” The hint of a snide tone 
had returned, now that the blade was safely away from his stomach. 

Megan looked up at him, but she didn’t even care to frown. 
Daphne was alive! “Where did you last see her? Is she here?” 

“Not here.” Raife crossed his arms after straightening his tunic 
back on his shoulders. “Last I saw, she and that barmaid were facing off 
with a troupe of Hammers.” 

“And you left them there to defend themselves?” Megan’s eyes 
fired up at the thought of it. It would be just like him, too! Running away 
to save his own skin and leaving Daphne to who knows what sort of 
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torment! 
“I was trying to draw the guards away, for your information,” 

Raife snapped back. For some reason, Megan felt a pinch in her gut. It 
was a good thing that he had helped Daphne, even if he did refuse to help 
Megan with anything. Still, for some reason, she suddenly felt cast aside, 
discarded as not worthy of aid. Raife seemed to notice some change in 
her face, because when he spoke next, his voice was slightly less cold. 
“They’re not helpless, you know. That barmaid is a royal pain, I can’t 
imagine what even Hammers would want with her. Besides, they weren’t 
doing anything wrong. Most likely they went back to the cathedral with 
them and waited there until the Hammers got sick of that girl’s voice and 
let them go.” 

Megan nodded, but suddenly felt like a little child hearing the 
comforting words of an older sibling, and with a frown, she forced 
herself to stand straight. It took all her effort to force the next words out 
of her mouth. “Well, thank you. If what you say is true, then Daphne is 
out there somewhere and I need to find her as soon as possible. I’ve got 
one more thing to do before I leave, and then I promise I won’t bother 
you anymore.” 

“Bother me?” Raife lifted an eyebrow which produced a faintly 
confused expression, before frowning and tilting his head up so that he 
could look down his nose at her. “I’m not so easily irritated by a foolish 
girl as some people.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Megan demanded, 
unconsciously stepping toward him. Raife visibly pulled back, out of 
arms reach. 

“It doesn’t mean anything. But I do think you owe me for filling 
you in. Information’s as good as gold in these parts.” 

“I owe you?” Megan shivered with anger. “I think you’ve 
forgotten who’s on the other side of these bars! I don’t owe you 
anything!” 

“Oh, is that right?” Raife, apparently overcome by his own anger 
to remember to stay outside of throttling reach, stepped up to the bars and 
glared down at her. “You stole my money. You stole my boots and my 
cloak, which I only just got back. Your friend gets me into trouble with 
the Hammers, and from the commotion, they draw the city guards who 
then lock me up in here. I think you owe me just about everything!” 

With a voice that sounded chilling even to herself, Megan replied, 
“Someone told me once that thieves can’t think about anybody but 
themselves.” And with that, she turned and walked toward the door. 
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“And this from the girl who was so concerned about right and 
wrong.” His words stopped her even as her hand rested on the door. It 
was true. What had happened to her beliefs in justice and virtue? Would 
she leave a man to die out of spite? Could she live with herself if she did 
that? 

Slowly she turned to look over her shoulder, and in a quiet voice, 
she said, “I know you’re only saying that because you know it’s a 
weakness of mine, but you’re right. I’m not going to sink to your level 
just because I want to hurt you and make you feel as worthless as you’ve 
made me and Daphne feel.” She went over and knelt beside the 
unconscious guard, taking the ring of keys from his side. Then she tossed 
them toward the bars, where Raife caught them before they fell. 

“Where are you going, anyway?” he asked as the keys clinked 
against the lock. “Most people try to get out of prison, not in.” 

Megan ignored what her own tongue was saying, she was too 
angry at herself for being so malleable. “I’m here to get someone. It’s my 
own affair, so I’m sure you can understand that I don’t need or want to 
explain it to you. You wouldn’t understand it anyway.” 

Megan went to the opposite door, trying to remember the 
confidence she’d felt not a half hour ago. Now, she felt as if all her 
energy had been drained out of her, all her desire to play the game gone. 
If this had been the normal world, she would have saved and quit. Here, 
now, with full knowledge that she could do nothing but continue, 
weariness pressed down on her. She only wanted to curl up in a safe 
corner and sleep or cry or both. But she couldn’t stop now. In her head, 
she could hear the classic movie words, the words every hero and heroine 
had ever said when they were tired and ready to quit: I’ve come too far to 
rest now. With a sigh, she opened the door and stepped through. 

Down the stairs she could hear a guard’s footsteps, and as she 
crept down the steps, she heard footsteps come up behind her. In panic 
produced from the image of another guard closing in on her, she whipped 
around, her hand already on the hilt of her knife. Raife put his hands up 
again, but he didn’t sneer. 

“My personal effects were taken from me when I was arrested,” 
he whispered as he closed the door quietly behind him. “If you can stand 
my company a little longer, I’ll just follow you until I can get them.” 

“Just don’t slow me down.” Megan turned away from the door as 
the thief chuckled softly. “What?” 

“That’s exactly what your friend said to me,” he replied. 
Despite the almost friendly smirk on his face, Megan didn’t feel 
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any better, and instead of replying, she led the way silently down the 
stairs and into the shadows. 
 

Daphne screamed. Jack and Sherry were there immediately, 
staring at the giant robot as it turned to view them with its blue lens. 
 

“What the hell are you doing with one of these!” Sherry shrieked, 
hiding behind Jack for cover, though he provided very little. 

Jack winced as the robot picked up one of its heavy feet and 
backed up with heavy clomping steps. “I didn’t think it worked 
anymore!” he yelled, his voice a good deal higher than it had been that 
evening. “It was just a lump of metal! The guy I got it from said all its 
inner circuits had been rusted out!” 

“Well, he was wrong, wasn’t he?” Sherry stared at the robot with 
eyes as wide as she could get them. Daphne, on the other hand, 
immediately leapt to her feet and dove behind the other two, trying to 
remember how to move her feet and arms for all her shaking. 

“Holy crap!” she shouted at last. The robot turned in place, its 
footsteps shaking the whole building as it faced her. “Do something! DO 
SOMETHING!” 

The four of them stood watching each other, trying to predict the 
next move of either side. It was the robot that moved first, clomping 
toward them as they scrambled backwards, tripping over piles of things 
that were then crushed under its feet. In this shuffle, Daphne suddenly 
found herself at the head of the line, looking into its face from no more 
than three inches away. 

And there, everything froze again. After some minutes of 
awkward waiting, Sherry poked Daphne in the shoulder. “Say something 
to it.” 

“What am I supposed to say?” Daphne muttered back. 
“Tell it to do something.” 
Daphne cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “Go over 

there.” She pointed to the far side of the shop. The machine whirred for a 
moment, and then with a squeak of metal rubbing against metal, the robot 
turned and stomped over to where she pointed. 
Sherry and Jack slowly came out from behind her, staring after the robot. 
“That’s so weird,” Jack muttered. “I wonder if it would obey me?” 

The following minutes were spent as Sherry and Jack attempted 
to order the robot to do something, but to no avail. It would only follow 
Daphne’s instructions. At last, the other two, frustrated by their vain 



69 

 

attempts, turned back to Daphne. 
“Well, how do you like that?” Jack mumbled. “What did you do 

to make it obey you?” 
“How should I know?” Daphne replied. “I was just talking to 

myself and mentioned Karras, and then from out of NOWHERE that 
THING showed up!” 

Sherry made a thoughtful noise, and said, “Maybe it’s because 
you mentioned Karras? I suppose it could think you were acting in his 
master’s name.” 

“That’s really possible!” Jack clapped his hands together, and that 
made the robot look over at them. The two backed up a little behind 
Daphne. “But if it is, we’ve got a problem.” 

“Oh?” Sherry lifted an eyebrow. 
“If it is as you say, that it’ll only obey Daphne because it thinks 

she’s acting in Karras’ name, it won’t be any use to me or anyone else. 
It’s only useful to Daphne!” 

“You’re point?” 
“So I can’t sell it, that’s my point.” 
“Oh, for crying out loud-!” 
“I’m just thinking about business, you know!” “Oh, I know!” 

Sherry crossed her arms. “You’re saying that Daphne has to BUY that 
thing because you were stupid enough to purchase an active, working 
Karras Servant? That’s low, even for you!” 

Jack paled, shaking his head quickly. “Of course I wouldn’t 
charge you! I wouldn’t!” He added the last part with a look at Daphne as 
though she might actually set the robot on him. “I’m not so greedy as 
that! But listen, you understand that I’ll still have to charge you for the 
other thing…” 

“What other thing?” Daphne asked. 
“The charm.” As he mentioned it, he lifted a slender chain with a 

tiny mallet charm dangling from it. “I think it’s the only thing that can 
ward off any kind of pagan curse.” 

“This is something a Hammerite would wear!” Daphne cried, 
pulling her hand away from it as if it could burn her. “I can’t wear 
something like that! I’ll get myself killed!” 

“She’s right, Jack.” Sherry frowned, but she took the necklace 
from the shopkeeper. “We’re mixing with people very unfriendly toward 
Hammers. This really won’t do.” 

Jack shrugged. “That’s all I can manage for you, I’m afraid. It’s 
not a cure, just a counter spell. Look, I know it’s not the most desirable 
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thing to wear in the company I’m sure you’ll be mixing with, but there’s 
nothing else that I can give you. I don’t know of any cure, only pagans 
would know that, and not being a pagan myself, I don’t have any answers 
for you. But if you want something to keep you from turning into a weed, 
well, that’s the thing for it.” 

Daphne frowned at it, but Sherry sighed. “He’s probably right, 
too, Daphne,” she said, handing the necklace over to the other girl. “I 
don’t know what else we can do for now. We’re desperate, aren’t we?” 
Nodding, Daphne picked up the chain between her two fingers as if it 
were a dead snake. “I guess so…” 

“I need payment before I can let you go,” Jack reminded them. 
After the chiming of money exchanged died down, Daphne put 

her head through the chain and let the surprisingly heavy mallet slip 
under her shirt where it was hidden. The metal it was made from was 
piercingly cold, but the intensity wore off after a few moments. In fact, 
she could hardly feel it at all. It was as if it had vanished into thin air, and 
save for the chain still around her neck, Daphne could have sworn the 
charm had fallen off. 

“Now, you both better get going,” Jack said, leading the way to 
the front door. “And take that thing with you.” 
The robot, upon seeing Daphne moving toward the door, had voluntarily 
clomped up behind them, waiting patiently. 

“You can’t be serious,” Sherry snapped. “We need to be stealthy! 
How can we be stealthy with something like that clomping around behind 
us?” 

Daphne, perhaps out of mild curiosity, took another step out the 
door. The robot took another step after her. For some reason, this was 
actually becoming somewhat amusing. But Sherry was right. They 
couldn’t very well have a giant robot with a cannon following them 
around the… a cannon? 

“You know,” Daphne said, turning to Sherry. “Considering our 
luck with running into bands of Hammers and pagans and undead, it 
might not be such a bad thing to have a large weapon with us.” 

“You’re both insane,” Sherry growled. “There is no way! No way 
at all we can take that thing with us! It’s too loud! The city guards will be 
all over us in two seconds, mark my words!” 

“Well,” Jack said, a faint hint of sly salesman coming into his 
voice, “for a little extra, I could possibly outfit this thing with wheels… It 
would be very quiet then…” 

“And STILL HUGE!” Sherry shouted. “Oh, no! Nothing doing! 
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You’ve both gone out of your minds! I won’t stand here another minute 
listening to this!” 
With that, the barmaid stormed out of the shop. Daphne turned to Jack. 
“How much are we talking?” she asked, taking out one of the extra 
purses she and Sherry had snatched earlier. Jack grinned. The robot 
looked at them both, and if Daphne hadn’t been sure the face couldn’t 
change, it looked a little concerned. 
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Chapter Seven: 
In Which Basso is Broken Out Of Jail 
 

Shadows or no, Megan was terrified as the guard passed no more 
than two feet in front of them. Already, she and Raife had managed to 
sneak nearly to the end of the cell block, ducking quickly into the 
shadowed alcoves for protection whenever the guard paused to heckle a 
prisoner or abruptly began his return down the hall. The alcoves weren’t 
large enough to comfortably hide two people, but the awkwardness of 
Raife’s chest pressing against her back and his warm breath rhythmically 
brushing the nape of her neck was quickly forgotten each time the 
guard’s attention turned in their general direction. Better uncomfortable 
than dead, Megan thought the first time, though over what seemed like 
hours of such hiding, the closeness had become only second nature. 

Neither dared even a whisper, the only communication between 
them was the occasional glance signaling a silent dash to the next hidden 
spot. It was taking forever, and still, there had been no sign of Basso in 
any of the cells they’d passed. Megan cursed her bad luck, finally 
determining that Basso must be confined to one of the two furthest cells, 
making a break out more than merely difficult. And what was worse, the 
keys to the locks in this block jingled cruelly on the belt of the patrolling 
guard. A quick hand from the dark would be able to snatch them, but 
even then, the guard’s routine wasn’t nearly long enough to give her time 
to break Basso out and slip back into the shadows unnoticed. That meant 
only one thing, the same thing that Raife had been hinting at through his 
glances each time the guard passed in front of them. 

Why did I use that last gas bomb? Megan thought desperately. 
The purse at her side held a plentiful number of flash bombs, but those 
would only give her so much time, and only delay retribution from the 
guard. The speed potion would also serve little help; she might be able to 
move quickly enough to steal the keys and open the cell, but Basso would 
move no faster than normal, leaving him in a dangerous predicament. 
Criminals, as she remembered, were only brought to Pavelock once. 
There were no second chances for escapees. 

By this point, the two of them had shifted to the far end, and at 
last, Megan could see into the cell across from them. There was Basso, 
looking very little changed from the way he had appeared in the games, 
though he did look a little more haggard in real life. He also looked 
terrified. For the first time since she had arrived, Megan froze, unable to 
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pull up any recollections of past missions to help her decide her next step. 
From somewhere down the way they’d come, she thought she heard 
approaching footsteps. 

Raife put a hand on her shoulder and eased her to one side of the 
alcove as he brushed past, slipping silently into the back room where 
confiscated materials were stored. Now, alone, the shadows seemed a 
much flimsier disguise against the alert, patrolling eyes of the guard. 
Still, he passed without noticing, turned, and went back the way he’d 
come, just as he always did with no knowledge of her presence. The 
footsteps were louder, now, coming down the stairs at the far end of the 
cell block. When the guard reached the end of his patrol, he stopped and 
directed his attention to the men who had just stepped into view. There 
were some mumbled words and the jangle of keys as the guard turned 
and led the other guards down the hall toward where Megan stood 
shrouded in shadows. 

There was a faint clinking from the back room from Raife, and 
Megan felt her heart pounding hard in her chest as the men, now 
numbering four, passed directly in front of her and came to a stop outside 
of Basso’s cell. Basso backed away as the cell door opened, not unlike an 
animal used to captivity and afraid of the unknown. 

“Today’s the day,” the guard said, his voice gruff and mocking as 
two of the other men entered the cell and seized Basso by the arms. “The 
townsfolk are ready to see a swinger, if you get my meaning.” How could 
anyone not? Megan felt bile rising in the back of her throat as panic 
washed over her. Not now, not yet! 

Another careless clink from the back room, and Megan bit her lip 
to stifle a curse as one of the men turned his attention in that direction. 
“What was that?” Without waiting for his companions to answer, he 
slipped away from them, moving out of sight toward the storage room. 

The two men in Basso’s cell pulled him roughly through the door 
and out into the hall, not three feet from where Megan stood, holding her 
breath and fumbling with the strings of the purse at her side as quietly as 
possible. From the back room came a shout of surprise, and the sickening 
splatter-thump of a body hitting the floor. The two other men cried out 
and one of them let go of Basso to turn around and face the armed 
intruder in the doorway. Raife had regained his personal effects and 
brandished a cruel-looking short sword covered in a dark, sticky 
substance Megan didn’t need to think twice about to know what it was. 

The moment had come! All three remaining guards had their 
weapons ready, and Megan felt her stomach drop to her toes as one of 
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them knocked an arrow to his bow. One on two with blades was a bad 
wager, but with a bowman, Raife would be finished in less than two 
strikes, and Basso still stood in the crossfire. It is strange how people 
react in moments of terror, when their adrenaline kicks into high gear and 
their body begins to do swift, calculated things they won’t recall later. 
Megan’s fingertips brushed the metal flash bombs in her purse and an 
instant later, a brilliant blast of light exploded in the middle of the hall, 
blinding not only the adversaries, but the allies as well. Two steps, soft 
and quick, brought her up behind the bowman, and with a flicker of 
movement, she drove the blade of her knife upward between his ribs. He 
let out a cry and fell, which was enough to distract the two other guards 
as their vision slowly returned to them, only to give them one last view of 
the slashing short sword that ripped across their tender skin, spilling 
blood onto the stones quarts at a time. 

Basso had recovered his own vision by this point, and at first had 
pulled back away from the fighting with a look of horror, not knowing 
whether this intrusion was to delay or aide his path toward the gallows. 
Once he caught sight of the two, clearly unlike any of the city guards, he 
swept down and snatched up a now ownerless blade, ready to help if need 
be. 

It was time for explanations, but Megan wasn’t about to start with 
pleasant introductions. Her hands were covered with hot, sticky blood; 
something she had never fully experienced. Seeing blood, being near 
blood, having a period, watching blood on TV, nothing could prepare her 
for the grotesque slime covering her. She stared down at it until she felt 
someone grip her by the shoulders and shake her, once, hard. When she 
looked up, Raife was standing in front of her, his face a strange mixture 
of concern and urgency. It was attractive, but Megan was far from being 
able to see that. Everywhere she looked, she saw blood. There was even 
blood smeared on his cheek. Blood on his hands and up his arms, staining 
his sleeves black in the dim light. Blood on the stones under their feet 
made the ground slippery and Megan fought to keep on her feet. Basso 
was murmuring something quickly, gesturing down the hall in a way that 
was very certainly suggesting a quick departure before other city guards 
came down to check on the delay. 

“Come on,” Raife muttered, turning Megan around when she did 
not do so voluntarily, giving her a sharp nudge to get her feet moving. 
Then instinct kicked in, and she ran. 

There were other guards on the way, but Basso apparently was 
not only a talented lock-picker. The subtle maneuvers involved in 
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catching a spring hidden in metal clasps clearly affected his skill when 
required to use a full-sized blade, and with only a few quick slashes, he 
dispatched of the guards in their way. Raife was no less swift or deadly in 
their flight, but he almost gently guided her panicked run with a tap or 
tug on her arm, to turn her in the right direction. The hallways flew by, 
shouts echoed around them, shapes of blue bearing swords blurred and 
smeared with the inevitable splatter of red on gray stone. Dizziness, 
disorientation, fear, and panic overwhelmed her as she followed the other 
two toward escape. They took the same route she had entered by, slipping 
quickly into a low-ceilinged tunnel that led to the ladder, and at last, 
released them into the cold, free air of the city streets outside of Pavelock 
Prison. 

“No time to waste,” Megan heard Basso say, and before they 
could even catch their breath, they were running again, dodging through 
the streets to get as far away from the city guard as possible. 
 
 

Sherry stood shaking her head, struggling not to laugh at the 
absurdity standing before her, because—really—it wasn’t funny at all. 
The giant robot waited beside Daphne like an obedient puppy, carefully 
balancing its weight on one enormous wheel. Thankfully, the wheel itself 
was coated in rubber, so it made no noise as it moved. But it was still 
enormous, and was certainly an attention grabber. How they would ever 
be able to sneak around the city with it on their heels, Sherry was certain 
she didn’t know. 

“I think he’s kind of cute,” Daphne was saying, patting it’s hard, 
metal head. “Not to mention, now we’ve got a cannon, and that’s 
certainly safer than anything. We haven’t even got weapons, you know, 
we do need some way to protect ourselves.” 

“This was the last thing I had in mind,” Sherry muttered. “Look at 
it! You want to go to Old Quarter and find some hidden token with 
THAT following you?” She scoffed, though it was not completely 
unkindly. 

Daphne looked at the robot and tilted her head, obviously 
thinking. Sherry relaxed a little and leaned against the wall across the 
alley. After a few moments, Daphne said, “I think we should name him 
Gus.” 

“WHAT?” Sherry’s hand tangled in her thick hair as she shouted. 
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. I thought you were trying to figure out 
a way to get rid of it!” 
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“Get rid of him?” Daphne cried, looking just as shocked at the 
barmaid. “How could I do that? He likes me!” 

The robot, seemingly disturbed by this loud struggle, rolled 
silently between them and made a strange click-whirring noise that 
sounded very much like a whimper. Even Sherry smiled weakly at it. 
Daphne hurried up to it and spoke softly to it in the most reassuring voice 
Sherry had ever heard her use. The robot, convinced by whatever Daphne 
said, rolled silently out of the way and strangely did carry itself with a 
little more cheer. It was rather more human than Sherry had expected, 
and though it was disarming, she couldn’t quite get over its size. 

“If it were only a little smaller,” Sherry sighed, tilting her head to 
look at it sideways. “But as it is, there’s no point in even being quiet! 
Someone’s bound to see us.” 

“Well, where are we going, anyway? We should know that before 
we make any rash decisions.” Daphne crossed her arms. “Let’s see. 
Garrett was going to Old Quarter to find that thing, Raife was being 
chased by Hammer- Raife!” Up until now, Daphne had completely 
forgotten about the wayward thief and the uncomfortable circumstances 
they’d parted under. 

“Oh, let him rot in a Hammerite prison for a few weeks,” Sherry 
muttered, frowning darkly as she crossed her arms with a sniff. “Would 
do his ego some good to have it deflated.” 

“You can’t mean that,” Daphne replied, her voice amazingly 
stern. “I wouldn’t leave you in prison if it were me and Raife had 
escaped.” 

“About that,” Sherry said with a sudden mischievous glint in her 
eye, “I thought you said the two of you were a couple, but he didn’t seem 
to care for you at all. That, and you said you were a practiced thief, which 
I think we’ve disproved by this point, and you’re not from around here 
according to the Hammerites.” 

Daphne flushed and chuckled before looking away. “Well, I 
couldn’t just tell you all that right out, now, could I? And maybe Raife is 
a jerk and a half, but at least he is pretty attractive, if you know what I 
mean.” 

“Well, I can’t argue that,” Sherry replied, her smile widening as 
she thought of the young thief’s long, smooth face and tied back dark 
hair. “Unfortunately, his personality somewhat overshadows all that, 
doesn’t it.” Her smile was gone and she looked irritated again. “I still 
don’t see any reason to break him out. He deserves what he gets for being 
such a pain.” 
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“Well, lets make a plan and get on with it.” Daphne whipped out 
the map and spread it on the cobblestones in front of her as she stooped 
down. “We’ll have to get to the Hammerite cathedral, and from there-” 

“Hold on,” Sherry interjected. “We should find out if he’s even 
there. Maybe he got away, you know?” 
Daphne frowned. “Hmm. Good point. But how can we find that out?” 

Sherry shrugged. “They must have some kind of roster in the 
cathedral somewhere. Perhaps if we just sort of sneak-” The frame of the 
robot bumped her arm as it tried to see the map, and she looked up at it. 
“Oh, there is no way we’re getting near a Hammerite cathedral with a 
Mechanist robot. Not going to happen.” 

“Okay, so we need a new plan,” Daphne’s brow furrowed as she 
stared hard at the map. There were so many things that needed to be 
done, but she wouldn’t feel right if she unknowingly left Raife to his 
potential death. He might be a pain, but he had still helped them… sort 
of. 

Daphne sighed and rubbed her eyes. It had been a while since 
she’d had any really good sleep, and the exhaustion was creeping into her 
bones. Her stomach growled, loud enough for Sherry to hear and suggest, 
“Maybe we should get some food first.” 

“That sounds like a really good idea,” the other replied, and they 
immediately gathered up the map and made their way down the street, 
followed by the giant rolling hulk of the robot, Gus. “We can discuss 
plans while we eat,” Daphne said, though her voice was far away, now, 
down the street, echoing only faintly off the stones. The two girls 
continued chattering, all the way around the corner, and when at last their 
voices faded, a cloaked figure stepped out into plain view, his eyes 
following their path as he stole quietly after them. 
 
 

The two men stood over by the fireplace of the small room where 
they and Megan had run to after breaking free of Pavelock. It was owned 
by a landlord who happened to be a friend of Basso’s, and it was 
conveniently located above a pub, which Raife explained would be good 
for keeping an eye out for unwanted visitors; no doubt the city patrol 
would be searching for them. Megan crouched on a wooden chair set up 
beside a rough wood table, hugging her knees and leaning her chin on 
them. The skin on her hands stuck together from the blood still clinging 
to them. The two men occasionally glanced over at her, murmuring 
things in soft voices as Basso stirred something in a small cauldron over 
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the fire. She wasn’t listening. Her head throbbed from thinking too hard, 
from thinking in circles. Over and over her ears heard the shriek of the 
bowman falling to the ground, the splatter of his blood on the stones. Her 
knife lay set aside on the table, still black with blood. Raife had said 
something about cleaning the weapons before they became stained, but 
even then, she hadn’t been listening. 

Earlier that evening she had been exhausted, ready to drop where 
she stood and give up. Now, every muscle, every tendon in her body 
quivered with hysterical energy. I killed him. She doubted she’d ever be 
able to sleep again. It was not a game, these were not just stupid AI. They 
were people, real people. As real as she or Daphne. Daphne’s alive. It 
provided no relief to the torment running free inside her mind. 

Megan shivered as someone approached her, holding a cup of 
something hot in both hands. Stooping down in front of her, she saw it 
was Raife, not taunting, not arrogant, not calloused, but looking 
genuinely sympathetic. 

“Here,” he said, carefully lifting the cup up to her lips. “Drink 
this. It will help you relax.” 

“What is it?” she asked, but her voice sounded so far away, so 
fine and wispy it could have been a noise the breeze made. 

“Just hot rum.” As if hearing his own calm, soothing voice for the 
first time, Raife frowned and stood up, adding sharply, “Don’t burn 
yourself.” 

By this point, Basso had come back to the table and pulled a chair 
over in front of Megan, where he sat. “Your friend here has told me a few 
things, but not enough for me to know much more than your name and 
that you’re from another town.” Megan glanced up at Raife; the look in 
his eyes was one of silent promise. I won’t tell if you don’t want me to. 
She was grateful for that. Basso spoke again, “Why did you come to 
break me out? Not that I’m not grateful,” he added quickly. 

“Jenivere,” Megan muttered, still barely audible. “She was at the 
Keeper Compound.” 
“She was there to get Garrett, silly woman,” Basso replied, but his 

voice was soft and loving. “I know Garrett, and I know he’s not the type 
to break someone out of jail unless there’s a profit in it. How did she 
come to meet you?” 

“Artemus left me there with her. I- I thought maybe if I broke you 
out, Garrett would…” she swallowed and omitted what she really 
wanted, “I didn’t think Garrett would help you, but I couldn’t leave her 
there, so I came in his place.” 
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“That was very brave, Megan. You’re quite the young criminal.” 
The word struck her harder than Basso realized, though from the 

sudden glint in Raife’s eyes, it was clearly no surprise to him. She looked 
down at the hot rum, watching her auburn reflection gazing back. She 
didn’t even recognize herself. Dirt and blood were smeared across her 
face, her eyes were rimmed in red, her whole body shook. This is all 
wrong, she thought, hiding her face in her knees as a few tears welled up 
in her eyes. Ashamed but unable to keep them back, Megan shuddered 
and bit back a sob. 

“I just want to go home,” she whispered. A hand rested on her 
back and she glanced up at Raife. 

“You need sleep,” he muttered, not looking her in the eye. “It will 
help you forget about tonight.” 
Stab. Suddenly, the thing that she had tried to keep out of her mind all 
night, the one thing about her knife digging into the bowman’s back, the 
one thing besides the splatter of blood on the ground, the one thing that 
was worse than all of those, that made her sick to her stomach even 
though she’d already thrown up once. That thought suddenly filled her 
mind so completely she couldn’t talk it away, she couldn’t justify or 
explain it. It was what she feared most: the truth. 

“I don’t want to forget it,” she said, her voice louder, firmer. For 
the first time that night, her eyes blazed with fiery contempt, not for the 
thief standing beside her, but for herself, and she got to her feet, which 
were suddenly as firm as rocks beneath her. The mug of hot rum set 
aside, she clenched her fists, trying to keep the next words from escaping 
her lips, as if spoken, they would condemn her further than if they only 
remained burned in her mind. But it proved impossible, she had to let it 
free or it would devour her. Turning to Raife she looked him right in the 
eyes and said, in a tone that made her shiver, “I liked it.” 
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Chapter Eight: 
In Which Daphne Loses Her Temper 
 

Raife stared at her long and hard before finally saying, “You’re 
just tired. You don’t know what you’re saying.” 

“How do you know?” Megan snapped back. Now that she had 
admitted that the rush of killing someone and of being in a real battle 
with real weapons had thrilled her, to have him patronize her and pretend 
as if she wasn’t telling the truth was worse than Basso calling her a 
criminal! At least Basso didn’t think she was still only a child, not after 
all that she’d done to rescue him. 

The thief had turned his back to her and pulled down the covers 
of the bed against the wall. With a forceful, almost angry wave of his 
hand he pointed to it and said, “Lie down and sleep. See if you can think 
a little clearer in the morning.” 

The little hairs on the back of Megan’s neck bristled. “Don’t tell 
me what to do.” 

“Why not?” Raife stepped up to her, using his height to amplify 
the glare coming down his nose at her. “Because killing someone makes 
you a real thief? Look around you, kid,” he spread his arms wide toward 
the room, “you’re still just a little girl playing a game. That’s all it is to 
you, isn’t it? A game?” 

“I don’t see this as a game anymore!” Megan shouted. 
“Oh, don’t you?” Raife hunched his shoulders and glared all the 

harder. “If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be pleased about killing someone, 
you’d be horrified by it, just like you were when I killed that guard. You 
were scared because you knew it was real. Now that you’ve killed a guy 
yourself, you’ve managed to get yourself a god complex that makes you 
feel invincible! It’s more a game to you now than ever before.” With a 
scoff he turned and snatched his cloak from where it hung by the door. 
“Forget this. I’m no character in a game, and I won’t watch you act like 
one.” 

Before Megan could have responded, the door slammed behind 
him, leaving her and Basso alone. Her gaze fell to the floor with the 
echoing thud as though the sound had been caused by the back of Raife’s 
hand striking her face. No snappy comeback came to mind; confusion 
whirled all her thoughts around in her head. If he what he said was right, 
if her belief that she’d enjoyed killing the man was wrong, if the thing 
she’d thought was truth was only an emotional response to something she 
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otherwise couldn’t handle, what would that mean? All sense of truth was 
skewed, off-kilter; how could she know what was right and wrong if her 
own conscience lied to her? 

Basso shifted uncomfortably in the corner, unwilling to be the 
first to break the silence. His eyebrows stayed arched with concern when 
Megan turned to look at him through bleary eyes. “I think I’m going to 
sleep for a while,” she whispered hoarsely before she moved slowly to 
the bed, crawled under the covers, and rolled on her side to face the wall 
where no one could see her crying. 
 
 

“Normally, I’d feel bad about doing this,” Sherry grunted as she 
helped haul Daphne through the window and into the dark room, “but it’s 
either steal a bed or sleep on the street, and I’m not sleeping on the 
street.” 

The two girls stepped off the window sill and into the shadows, 
already feeling much more comfortable and inconspicuous than they had 
on the way. “You sure he’s going to be alright out there?” Daphne asked, 
leaning back out the window to look down at the giant Karras-bot. Gus 
had his face turned up to the window, having rolled a little ways back in 
the alley behind the inn after allowing the girls to step up on his back to 
get in the window. He looked to Sherry like a rather odd puppy. 

“I’m sure Gus will be much better out on the street than we would 
be. Neither of us have an arm-mounted cannon.” The barmaid rolled her 
eyes and moved over to the shadowy shape of the large bed. “You take 
the right side,” she said as she untied the laces at the back of her corset 
and peeled off her dress, exposing the sheer slip and scrap of a blouse 
beneath. Daphne stood by the window, looking uncomfortable. 

“What is it?” Sherry demanded as she pulled the blankets back. 
“Don’t tell me you’re too modest to sleep in the same bed with another 
girl!” 

“Are you sure there isn’t another room with two beds?” Daphne 
asked in a small voice before Sherry scoffed and pulled the covers up 
over her shoulders as she made herself comfortable. 

“Relax. I’m not going to molest you. I’m pretty sure any guy 
down on the street at this hour would. So get over it and get some rest. 
Goodnight.” 

Daphne stood in the dark for a long time, but at last she went over 
to the bed and crawled in, making sure to keep a good foot of mattress 
between herself and the other occupant of the room. Then closing her 
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eyes, she tried to sleep. 
An hour later, she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, 

sleep still just as far from her as it was before. Beside her, Sherry’s 
breaths were slow and calm, and Daphne could almost imagine, if she 
closed her eyes, that it was Megan sleeping on the other side. Then again, 
Megan tossed and turned a lot when she slept, so it wouldn’t have been 
as comfortable. 

With a sigh, Daphne slipped out of bed and crept to the window. 
Gus still stood there watching the building silently. It was strange, but 
she’d almost imagined he’d have gone to sleep too. Instead, he looked 
just like any Karras-bot did when it was idle: faintly humming and 
staring off into space. When she shifted, thinking about curling back up 
in bed, the sound alerted him, and the click-whir of his senses being 
activated reached her ears as he lifted his head and looked at her. 

“Hi Gus!” she whispered. “How are you doing down there?” 
Gus watched her quietly, but he didn’t seem bothered. She 

wondered if he understood what she said sometimes. Smiling to herself, 
she leaned on the sill and looked out at the city. The inn was near the 
middle, she guessed, because there seemed to be buildings rising up in 
every direction around it. Where was Old Quarter from here? Toward 
that tall building to the left? Or maybe toward that line of smaller 
buildings off to the right. Maybe it was dead ahead, blocked from sight 
by the wall of the building across the alley. After a few more minutes of 
enjoying the cool breeze and the silence of night, Daphne waved to Gus 
and crept back toward the bed. She was just about to sit down when she 
heard a door slam, and a series of angry footsteps slapping the stairs as 
someone descended to the commons room in a foul mood. She waited a 
moment longer but hearing no other kind of continued commotion, 
finally sank onto the bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. The 
blankets were warm compared to the air, and she tried to focus on that as 
sleep slowly crept over her. 

Then her eyes snapped open. There was another noise, or so she 
thought, and a cold shiver ran over her, electrifying the weariness out of 
her muscles. Every inch of her locked up, frozen as she held her breath, 
listening for the noise again. There! A soft creak from a floorboard, but it 
was close, maybe right outside their door! 
The first thought that came to her mind was that the innkeeper had 
decided to rent this room out for the night after all, despite the hour, and 
with the caution of a tempered criminal, Daphne lifted her head silently 
from the pillow. Sure enough, there was a shadow blocking some of the 



83 

 

light from seeping under their door. The handle turned, clinking against 
the lock. The innkeeper would have a set of keys and would know the 
doors were kept locked. A moment later, the shadow flickered away from 
the door. The hall outside was quiet, devoid of footsteps. Then from 
down the hall by the stairs, someone knocked on the innkeeper’s 
bedroom door. From where she lay in bed, Daphne couldn’t clearly hear 
what the voices were saying, but she didn’t want to wait to find out. She 
nudged Sherry hard, receiving a return shove twice as hard. 

“What?” the barmaid growled in the dark. 
“There was someone outside our room. They tried to get in, but 

the door’s locked, and now they’re talking to the innkeeper,” Daphne 
whispered back in one long stream. “We have to get out of here.” 

“There’s no problem,” Sherry muttered. “I know this innkeeper, 
he doesn’t rent out rooms after he’s gone to bed. It’s a personal policy 
that has turned away good business for him on occasion. If he won’t let 
out a room to a young lord this late at night, he sure won’t do it for 
anyone else.” 

Just as she finished speaking, they heard a pair of footsteps 
drawing near the door, and heard the jingle of keys coming out. 

Sherry sat bolt upright and motioned to the window. “Go tell Gus 
to hide!” 

“We need to hide!” Daphne hissed back. 
“There’s a ledge-” but the barmaid’s words were interrupted by 

the clicking of the latch. As the door swung open, the two girls leapt from 
the bed and hid behind it, holding their breath and hoping for dear life 
that the visitor didn’t close the door too quickly. 

“Look, I told you there’s no one in here.” It was the innkeeper, 
sounding not a little irritated at having been forced to break his customs 
to suit someone else. “You happy now?” 

The unseen guest took a few steps out into the room, their shoes 
thumping softly against the floor. “This bed looks unmade.” It was a 
man, soft-spoken though with a cold edge to his voice. 

“So my cleaning crew didn’t get a chance to make it yet, what’s 
that to you? You’re not renting this room, it’s none of your business 
whether the bed is made or not.” The keys in the innkeeper’s hand jingled 
as he fingered them, eager to get the visitor out and get back to his bed. 

The visitor took a few more steps and paused by the window, his 
hands rasping against the sill as he leaned out. Daphne held her breath, 
waiting to hear a cry at the sight of Gus, but when several moments had 
passed in silence, she let the air go. Somehow, Gus had gotten out of 
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sight. The visitor walked over to what she guessed was the bed, and she 
heard the whisper of cloth as he threw back the covers and heard the soft 
thump of his knee as he knelt down to examine under the bed. 

“Hey, whatcha doing?” the innkeeper demanded. “The bed might 
not be made, but that’s no call for making it worse!” 
“I’m making sure that there really is no one here,” the visitor 

replied, his voice growing colder by the minute. “I assure you, two girls 
came to this inn and snuck into this room to spend the night.” 

“I haven’t seen no girls here, buddy,” the innkeeper growled 
back. “I woulda noticed someone sneaking around. I may not be one of 
you Keepers, but I got eyes.” 
The Keeper made a sound like an exasperated sigh and returned to the 
door. “I’ll take a room for the night,” he said as he passed the gap 
between the door and the jamb. Daphne got a quick look at him, though 
only saw enough to know he wore a Keeper’s cloak. Of one thing she 
was certain: it wasn’t Garrett. That would have been a spot of luck for a 
change. No, whoever this was, he was either a real Keeper or someone 
posing as one. He didn’t sound like a pagan or a Hammerite, at least. 
What did he want with her and Sherry, then? What business would a real 
Keeper have with them? 

“I don’t rent rooms this late,” the innkeeper muttered, defeated 
but still kicking as he closed the door and locked it behind him. 

Daphne didn’t even glance over at Sherry until the footsteps 
softened as they moved along the hallway and finally vanished down the 
stairs. Then they wasted no time in rushing to the window. 

“Who was that?” Sherry demanded in a whisper as she stood on 
the ledge. “And where’s Gus?” 

“I don’t know! I didn’t think he’d have time to hide.” Daphne 
squinted down the alley but saw nothing. The robot was gone. “Where 
could he be?” 

“I don’t know, but we need to get out of here. I don’t know why 
you attract so much attention, and from Keepers, no less!” Sherry 
clutched the side of the wall as Daphne climbed out next to her. 

“How do you know it was me attracting the attention, huh?” 
“Keepers are only interested in one thing: their stupid prophecies. 

They don’t bother themselves with petty crime like stealing rooms or 
even mugging a bunch of guys in an alley.” The last part was added with 
a knowing glare in Daphne’s direction. “And as we both know, there’s 
one of us in particular who seems to be rather tied up in a Hammerite 
prophesy. If it’s in Hammerite beliefs, then it’s bound to be in the 
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Keeper’s too. As much as all these religious sects seem completely 
different and unique, they’ve all got a similar base, and a lot of them 
share prophecies. Heck, now that I think about it, you were in one of 
those pagans’ prophecies too…” 

“That was about the Trickster coming back,” Daphne snapped 
with a little more force than she’d intended. She was angry that Sherry 
had brought it up again, though, and bothered that her friend might 
actually think that part of their misadventures was true. “I’m not the 
Trickster. So prophecies can be wrong, alright?” 

“I just call it how I see it,” Sherry muttered back. “Let’s get out of 
here and argue about which prophesies are true later. There’s a drain pipe 
over there that might serve as a way down.” Without waiting for another 
word, Sherry shuffled along the ledge, past the shuttered windows, and 
over to the length of pipe reaching down from the top floor to the alley 
floor below. 

Daphne followed quietly, frowning and seething with what she 
knew was damaged pride and self-pity, but just as Sherry grabbed hold of 
the pipe, the sound of shouting echoed down the streets from someplace 
not far away. Footsteps rang off the walls below them as the shouting 
continued and moved into the muffled regions of the inn. A troupe of city 
guards ran around the back of the alley, shouting and gesturing up toward 
them. 

One glance told Daphne they were in trouble, and a moment later, 
a volley of arrows cracked against the walls above and beside them. 
Sherry let out a cry of pain as an arrow buried itself in her leg, and before 
Daphne could do a thing, the barmaid’s grasp on the piping slipped. 
Another grouping of arrows, targeted at Daphne alone, distracted her 
from seeing her friend plummet the two stories to the cobblestones 
below, landing with a sickening thud. Glancing below her for just a 
moment before the arrows forced her to shuffle along the ledge, Daphne 
saw one of the guards bending down beside the barmaid. He glanced up 
at his superior officer and gave the thumbs down signal. Sherry was dead. 
The realization roared through Daphne, stopping almost all thought, even 
as another arrow ricocheted off the stone beside her. The hammer 
talisman burned against her skin, but her rage continued to grow. The 
scalding heat of the heavy metal finally grew so hot, Daphne reached into 
her shirt and pulled the talisman off, throwing it with an infuriated 
scream down at the guards below. 

“You bastards!” she howled, hearing the screeching voice 
multiplying in her throat and seeing the whole world go red. Her skin 
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crackled as it turned green, and before she could stop herself, she lashed 
out with the vines coming out of her arms. The coils caught the guards in 
a rush, stabbing into them, wrapping around them with crushing force, 
pinning them up against the walls and pushing the air out of their lungs. 
Swords fell useless to the ground, bows and quivers snapped in two as 
they were tossed up against the stone walls along with their owners. 

All of a sudden, from behind, she heard the door burst open and 
the shutters on the door beside her flew open as a guard came to the aide 
of his comrades below, brandishing his sword. He didn’t last long enough 
to see his own blade tumble to the ground outside, he was to busy 
gawking at the sharpened vines digging through him and coming out on 
the other side. Daphne switched her attack, realizing there were more 
guards pouring into the room than there were left alive in the alley, and 
those were only barely capable of groaning. She slipped through the 
window with her vines knocking a path through the guards and the 
unsuspecting guests who had only just leapt from their bed. Some of the 
guards in the hall were wise enough to draw their swords, but not quick 
enough to save themselves before they met the same fate as their friends 
in the alley. 

Everywhere there was screaming and shouting, the flash of 
blades, the slippery splatter of blood, and the whir of vines shooting out 
and destroying everything they touched. Plaster walls didn’t stop her 
attacks, and before long, she could smell smoke from a fire started 
somewhere in the building. Then flames filled the scene, driving out the 
still moving guards before her as she tore the building down around her. 
None of them would survive this. As Sherry had died in the fight, so 
would they in a fiery blaze. From somewhere beyond her rational 
recognition, she spotted the man in the Keeper cloak disappearing 
through a misty doorway, a brilliantly blue glyph above it. He is a 
Keeper. The thought came from somewhere muffled, far away in her 
mind, but it gave her a strong jolt of fear, calming her temper just enough 
for the vines to vanish and her skin become painfully aware of the heat. 
Flames, everywhere, eating up the walls and floors, devouring beds, 
blankets, and dead human flesh alike. The stench made her eyes water, 
and the blood smeared on the walls and on the floor made her retch, but 
having gone so long without food had it’s advantages. In terror, she tried 
to locate herself in the building. What floor was she on? Where were the 
stairs? What was the quickest way out? 

A thundering explosion erupted behind her, sending stone and 
burning plaster everywhere. Daphne screamed and held up her arms to 
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shield her face from the debris, and only took them down when she heard 
the whirling and loud clacking of metal gears and a distinctly robotic 
voice crying above the roar of the fire, “One of the Builder’s children is 
in danger!” 

Gus rolled into the building from the hole he’d blasted in the side, 
and Daphne saw he held Sherry with one metal arm. Her eyes were open, 
if only a little, and she lifted a hand when she felt the searing heat of the 
blaze. 

“You’re alive!” Daphne shouted, rushing toward her metal pet 
and the friend he carried with him. 

“This place is going to collapse!” Sherry croaked. 
Gus pivoted on his wheel and sped out of the building with 

Daphne running beside him. When they were little more than a hundred 
feet away, the inn shuddered it’s last, final attempt to stay erect and fell 
in on itself with a thundering crash of snapping beams, tearing plaster, 
and tumbling stone. 
 
 

Megan wasn’t sure how late it was by the time she heard Basso 
softly snoring, but the sky was still too dark for it to be nearing dawn. 
Whatever the hour, Raife hadn’t returned, and she hadn’t slept at all. 

Do I really treat this as a game? She wondered. There were times 
when it was painfully real, but there was always a flagging doubt in the 
back of her mind, some belief that this really didn’t matter in the course 
of things, that somehow anything she did here wasn’t truly the same as 
doing it in her own world. Raife had picked up on it before she had, and 
it surprised her how much it bothered her. He was a no good, lying, 
cheating thief, but she couldn’t say she wasn’t the same. Not anymore. If 
everything she did was just as real as it would be back home, then she 
was just like him. Did he think she looked down on him? Maybe I do, in 
a way. Maybe I have always thought of him as a game character, 
someone that didn’t really matter. 

She hugged her knees as she sat staring out the window. 
Somehow she had thought that everything she did here would cease to 
exist when she left, just like it did in the game. There were never any 
repercussions for killing a guard or stealing someone’s purse full of gold. 
But this was real, she’d slept, she’d eaten, she’d felt the guard’s blood on 
her hands, felt the cold steel of a stolen knife in her hand. If she had 
nightmare about it now, who could say she wouldn’t continue to have 
them when she returned? If she returned. 
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With a sigh, she let her head sink to her knees. I can’t do this. 
How can I do what’s right when the only people who will help me are 
thieves and criminals? There was only one thing to do: she had to leave. 
If I find Daphne, we can go to the Old Quarter and find whatever it was 
that brought us here. Then we can leave, and pretend none of this ever 
happened. Her stomach twisted violently and she shivered, pushing away 
the heavy regret that this place would no longer be real to her when she 
returned home. But it is real, now. Raife was right, I can’t treat this as a 
game. The pleasure that had arisen in the throws of mortal violence had 
faded while she laid silent, pretending to be asleep. Once or twice, she 
thought she had drifted off, and the guard’s pained face had immediately 
appeared in her head, startling her awake. No, she didn’t enjoy killing. It 
had happened once, and she knew she could do it again if she absolutely 
had to. But only if there’s no other option, she thought, slipping out of 
bed and creeping to the door. 

Just as she cracked it open, she saw a cloaked man and the 
innkeeper walking down the hall, away from her room. The man in the 
cloak glanced about as the innkeeper fitted a key into the lock of a door 
far down the hall, and Megan pulled her face back into the shadows. He 
was a Keeper, there was no doubt about it. What’s a Keeper doing here? 
Immediately, she glanced over at Basso. They’d discovered she was 
missing. Maybe Artemis never planned to help her, maybe he only 
planned to use her for the Keeper’s needs. She was part of a prophecy 
somewhere, Keepers loved that stuff! 

Closing the door, Megan crept to Basso’s side and shook him. He 
came awake with a snort and his hand flew to the blade at his side. “What 
is it? What’s wrong?” 

“There’s a Keeper out there in the hall. I think we’d better go.” 
Megan was already to the window, getting a good look outside to see if 
there was a readily available ledge. 

“A Keeper?” The alertness which had come with the imminent 
fear of arrest faded as Basso leaned back in the chair he’d fallen asleep 
in. “They won’t bother us, we don’t have any business with them.” 

When Megan didn’t answer with more than a brief look, he asked, 
“Do you have business with them?” 

“Maybe a little.” 
“A little as in how much?” 
“Alright, a lot. A whole lot, and I seriously doubt I’m in good 

standings with them.” There was a ledge, not a wide one like she 
preferred, but it would work well enough. Basso had come up behind her, 
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surveying the escape route. 
“Well, we better get moving then.” 
Megan turned. “You were right, you don’t have any problems 

with the Keepers. Maybe you should just stay here, it might be-” She was 
just about to add “safer” when she saw the last thing she wanted to see 
coming down the road in blue and violet uniforms, fully armed and more 
than dangerous. The city guard! 

“How did they find us?” Basso had stumbled back from window, 
and the fear in his face was reflected on Megan’s. Both knew what would 
happen if the guards found them. You only go to Pavelock once. After 
that, you’re free game for slaughter. 

Megan watched as the head of the guard hammered on the front 
door of the inn. When no one answered it, he signaled a burly officer to 
step forward. With one well-aimed, powerful kick, the officer bashed the 
door open, and the troops stormed in, smashing through the tables and 
guests with no concern. The innkeeper’s voice rose above the commotion 
carrying a torrent of curses, but even those were drowned out as footsteps 
ascended the stairs. 

Exchanging a quick glance, Megan and Basso crawled out onto 
the ledge and hurried toward the edge of the building. They came to an 
abrupt stop as a line of officers came out the front and began circling 
around the back. Dressed in dark clothes as they were and ducking down 
to huddle on the ledge, the guards ran around the corner below them 
without a glance upward. Safe, for the moment. 

“I think you’re going to have to use your knife again,” Basso 
muttered. “The only way down is back inside, and it’s not going to be 
easy.” 

Megan nodded, though she felt like throwing up again as she 
slowly turned around on the ledge and followed Basso back through the 
window. “Keep your back to a wall, I’ll try to cover for you, but I can’t 
always watch your back,” he said, tossing her the sheathed dagger from 
the table. It landed heavy as lead in her waiting hands, but she did her 
best to ignore the chill it left on her bare palms as she strapped it onto her 
belt. “Here we go,” Basso said in a low, resigned voice, as though he 
knew he were already dead. 

Then with a snarl to stoke up his courage, he threw the door to 
their room open, coming face to face with a sea of blue and violet. The 
battle surged in on them, but it became quickly clear that the two 
escapees were not the target of the guard’s attention; at least, not 
anymore. It was as though the whole building had become a war zone: 
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blood was everywhere and people were screaming. A fire had started and 
was already crawling out of an open room a few doors down. The guards 
pressed into their room backwards, keeping their backs to whatever they 
struggled against. Megan got a flash of a vine whip before squeezing past 
a guard and out into the crowded hallway. There were guests screaming 
and trying to run while guards pressed in from every side, trying to get at 
the invisible menace on the inside of the inn. Megan caught a glimpse of 
Basso ducking around the corner down the stairs, and she fought her way 
after him though the jabs and shoves of the crowd. One guard glanced 
over at her and a hint of recognition flared momentarily in his eyes. He 
looked about ready to call out when the crowd surged suddenly backward 
to the sound of plaster being torn apart, and she pushed down the stairs 
past him. 

People are killed in stampedes of panicked crowds, and Megan 
quickly understood why. There was no sense of organized escape, just 
every single person out for themselves to get as far from the building as 
possible. She thought breaking free of the front door would suddenly 
allow for swift flight, but the streets had grown crowded with observers 
who had come to watch the guards arrest a couple criminals, and those 
same people had decided to escape when the fire began and the 
screaming inside started. Stumbling once or twice had almost put her 
under the feet of these people, and only a swift hand out into the crowd 
that plucked her from where she ran and dragged her into the alley kept 
her from being one of those killed. There were several bodies under the 
stampede’s, most of them small. Megan choked. Children don’t run as 
fast. 

Basso forced her to look away and pulled her down the alley. 
“We may be out of that by a sheer stroke of luck,” he cried over the 
uproar, “but those guards will remember us soon enough, and I’d rather 
we were very far from here!” 

“Lead the way!” Megan shouted, now following him without 
being yanked along, running as hard as she could to keep up with him as 
he dashed down the streets. 
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Chapter Nine: 
In Which Raife Gets the Spotlight 
 
“The Woodsie Lord leaves him’s Eye, forgettings us not 
him comes again. Him’s Eye am our rock, gives it into the 
soily flesh that lies inside the ground. The Woodsie Lord 
hims power lives, puts it in the rotting flesh, and thems 
that puts them faith in stone and metal wills fall. The 
Woodsie Lord bes returning.” 

 –Excerpt from an Anonymous Pagan Writing 
 

For the first half of his pacing through the dark city streets, his 
anger kept his feet moving. He took his mood out upon the occasional 
unfortunate citizen walking past, not caring whether or not their bag of 
money was tied tightly to their belt or dangling loosely, just asking for 
him to pluck it free; either way, he mercilessly blackjacked his victims 
without a second thought and dragged their limp bodies into the alleys as 
he searched for any other trinkets that might be tucked away in some 
unobtrusive pocket. 

Yet each time he brought the club down on some unfamiliar head, 
he knew that no matter how many heads he pounded, it wouldn’t help 
him to understand why he was angry. The frustration that stoked his 
anger wasn’t hard to explain away: for the last few nights, he’d been 
nearly killed by two stupid girls who clung to him like he was some kind 
of nursemaid, who wouldn’t leave him alone, who always seemed to get 
him in worse trouble than he could have ever gotten himself into, and yet 
despite all that, the moment he stepped out of the inn that night, he knew 
he’d come back. What eluded him was why, and that uncertainty twisted 
around in his mind as his purse grew heavier with stolen loot. 

At first, he tried to push it off as a favor: Megan had helped him 
out of Pavelock, and because of him and Basso, had killed someone for 
the first time. In a way, he felt guilty, which was a new feeling, as though 
he’d spoiled something pure, but it wasn’t long before he laughed that off 
as absurd. Who was he to take care of anyone? He couldn’t even take 
care of himself now that those girls had latched onto him. His income had 
already decreased more than he cared to dwell on, and the little bit that he 
had replenished tonight with a few quick muggings hardly made up the 
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difference. It’d seemed like months since he’d picked a lock, slipped into 
a dark house, and looted it from top to bottom. Mugging wasn’t his style, 
but he knew he was too agitated to try a house tonight. All it would take 
was one little slip and the bull-dogs would pounce on him. With his one 
incarceration at Pavelock, he knew there was no second chance for him. 
He valued his life more than the amount of loot one of these small 
townhouses could pay in a single raid. So instead, he continued to knock 
down the occasional passerby, smirking to himself as he thought of the 
growing pile of unconscious bodies he was leaving in his wake. 

When the moon had sunk behind the lower buildings, casting the 
streets into the black shadows of pre-dawn, Raife finished pocketing a 
fine necklace pulled from the limp form of a naïve young lady who’d 
thought a four o’clock stroll alone in the city was a good way to fight 
insomnia. He glanced up at the sky, detecting the first hints of navy blue 
tints overhead. Two more hours and it would be full morning. For a 
moment, he considered going back to the inn, but feeling a surprising 
twinge of eagerness at the thought, he denied himself and strolled down 
the streets, hood up, keeping to the shadows. The twitch of cheer put him 
into an even darker mood, and as he walked, he fingered the dagger at his 
side while wishing someone would hassle him so he could use it. 
Luckily, for the rowdy drunks, all of them had passed out long before and 
the thief was alone. The twirling blade caught the glow of a torch, and 
flashed in the firelight. For a moment, he thought of a blade much like 
this one plunging into the unprotected back of a Pavelock guard. He 
almost chuckled remembering the shocked, blood-splattered face staring 
back at him as the man crumpled to the ground. I really didn’t think she’d 
do it. 

The flicker of warmth in his chest made him scowl and put the 
blade away as he turned to walk down a quiet, well shadowed alley. A 
stack of crates provided a good stopping spot, and he sank onto one, glad 
to rest his feet. With a sigh, he leaned his head back against the wall and 
crossed his arms. A few minutes of uninterrupted relaxation was only 
what he deserved for dealing with those stupid girls. It was long past the 
time when he should have ditched them and gotten back into his own 
game. Game. The word sent a chill down his back and any chance for rest 
vanished with the flutters of discomfort in his stomach. Each time he 
thought of the word, he could hear the leather of his gloves creaking as 
he clenched his fists. 

“I’m not some puppet,” he muttered, leaning his head in his hands 
as if to push the thought out. 
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“That’s the same thing He said.” The voice was right beside him, 
but before he could so much as sit up, he felt the chill of a sharp metal 
blade against his throat. Like a good victim, he remained still, waiting to 
hear the demands. He wasn’t stupid, they could take the money. He’d 
hunt them down later and make them remember who to steer clear from. 

“I am not a threat to you,” the voice said, and Raife felt the blade 
lighten slightly. “But I need you to take me seriously and not try anything 
foolish. Will you swear to keep your dagger in its sheath if I take this 
knife from your throat?” 

“If you think I kill only with my dagger, you’re sadly mistaken,” 
he growled, wincing as the blade pressed harder. “But so long as you 
don’t give me reason to protect myself, I won’t harm you.” 

“That’s all I ask.” Without a second hesitation, the knife-point 
pulled away and slid with a whisper back into its leather sheath. It was 
then that Raife warily lifted his piercing gaze to the man standing now a 
few feet back. 

“Who are you?” he demanded. As he rose to his feet, he realized 
the man before him was at least a foot shorter in stature. He was dressed 
like a beggar, but somehow managed to smell worse. “What do you 
want?” 

“Pawsberry is the only name you’ll need to know,” the little man 
said, and though he stood relaxed, Raife could tell he was still alert and 
ready to move if given a reason to. “I have a job for you, if you’re 
interested. It pays well.” 

“How well?” The better a job paid, the more likely he’d get his 
neck broken in the process, and his eyes narrowed unconsciously as he 
measured up the grimy fellow who didn’t look as though he had more 
than a copper on him year round. Still, he didn’t sound like a beggar, 
even if he looked like one. 

“Better than any job an amateur like yourself has ever received. 
Half will be paid in advance, the other half, when you deliver.” 
Pawsberry pulled a clinking sack out from behind him, and dropped it on 
the ground between them with a metallic clunk. 

“Why me?” Raife asked, eyeing the sack with interest. It looked 
like a fair amount for a down payment, almost too good, which made him 
suspicious. He’d heard of young thieves being conned with offers such as 
this. The city guard was pulling out all the stops, recently, to cut back on 
crime. “Surely there are more experienced thieves whose services you 
could acquire.” 

The little man smirked. “We’ve already approached Garret, but he 
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refused.” 
With a sarcastic laugh that echoed through the street, Raife took a 

step back from the money. “If the master thief turned it down, there must 
be a reason. I’m no fool, and I don’t need to prove anything, so if you’re 
hoping I’ll be dumb enough to rush into anything blindly just for a bit of 
tinder, you’ve picked the wrong thief.” 

“I know I’m not picking the wrong thief,” Pawsberry replied, still 
smirking. “Even before I asked him, I knew Garret would turn this job 
down, but not because it’s overly hard or overly dangerous. It is both, 
don’t misunderstand, but it’s not impossible. For him, it’s a matter of- 
personal conflict, you could say. Or irritation on his part. Why would he 
want to go to the trouble to steal back something he stole from us not 
more than a month ago?” 

Raife dampened his dry lips as his eyes flickered back down to 
the sack. It was still fishy. “So what’s the job?” 

“You’ve heard of the Eye before, I assume?” 
“It’s a Pagan talisman.” 
“Correct, though it’s far more than a talisman. What it truly is, 

though, has nothing to do with the job. Garret was hired by the Hammers 
to steal it from the Pagans nearly a month ago, and when he delivered it 
into their waiting hands, they promptly sent it under armed guard to 
Haverham Cathedral on Northermeed Island. The Cathedral is large and 
well guarded, but it was not originally built by Hammers. It was at one 
point a private estate owned by a Lord Thorton, and has only in the last 
twelve years been a religious stronghold for those mallet-wielders. The 
Eye is there, now, kept safe somewhere on the premises. We have a craft 
that can carry you across the bay to Northermeed, and we have a way 
inside by use of a secret passage the Hammers have never found. There 
are many of these passages, and we’ve added them to a map of the place 
we came across in the city archives. So long as you know the paths, you 
should have no trouble slipping in, locating the Eye, and slipping out 
undetected.” 

“Sounds complicated,” Raife muttered, crossing his arms. “And 
risky. What’s the payment?” 

“This sack is filled with two-hundred of the Pagan forest’s finest 
gems, dug from the mines and still unpolished. A rare opportunity for 
fences to get their hands on, I’ve no doubt they’ll pay handsomely. 
They’re exceptionally low risk, no one can trace them, and once they’re 
cut and polished, they’ll be worth even more than raw. Bring back the 
Eye and you’ll receive two more bags just like this one. I can guarantee 
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this will be the biggest payment offer you’ve ever received, and probably 
the largest you’ll ever get again. It would be sad to see you turn up such 
an opportunity. What’s a little danger and risk when succeeding will not 
only make you fabulously wealthy, but also win you the esteem of 
thieves everywhere? You’d no longer be an amateur, I can tell you that.” 

It was a tempting offer, incredibly tempting, and yet that little 
twinge of warning in the back of his mind made him hesitate. Even the 
Master Thief had turned it down. For personal reasons, the man said. For 
a sum this much, Raife would steal the same object from different people 
repeatedly for months. Still, this was a powerful item to steal. It’d be 
guarded well, so well it’d be the hardest task he’d ever attempted before, 
but if he could do it-! A chill ran down his back at the thought of three 
sacks filled with the rare gems. I’d be right up there with Garret. I’d be 
his peer. His equal. The thought alone seemed impossible, and yet, 
attainable all in the same instant. 

“When do I leave?” he asked, smirking as he held out his hand for 
the man to shake. Pawsberry smiled and shook on the deal. 

“This bag of gems is yours. Pawn them well, they’re worth a great 
deal. I’d hate to see you underpaid for them.” The man nudged the sack 
with his bare foot, making it perfectly clear he would come no closer to it 
now that he was not the owner. 

Raife obligingly picked it up and cradled it in his hands. He could 
feel the rough stones through the thin cloth, but he pulled the drawstrings 
open and drifted over to stand in the torchlight to examine them closely. 
Everything was in order. “You worry about getting me those other bags, 
I’ll worry about fencing them. I may be an amateur compared to the 
Master Thief, but I know my way around Black Alley.” 

“I’m glad to hear it. When you’ve obtained the Eye, read these 
instructions and do exactly as they say. If you so much as miss a single 
step, I can’t be held responsible for your unfortunate and untimely 
demise.” 

Raife glanced over at the man and his eyes flickered down to the 
envelope in his outstretched hand. Without a word, he took it and slipped 
it into his clock pocket. “I understand.” 

“Excellent. Then I need not linger here. Until we meet again.” 
With that, the little man bowed and walked away. 

Raife watched him go until he turned the corner and disappeared, 
then he tied the sack to his belt and turned to head back toward the inn. 
He didn’t plan to stop in and say goodbye or anything; he’d left a few 
useful items there when he’d gone out for a stroll. I’m just going to grab 
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my stuff, he thought. Just getting my stuff. 
The first hints of light had tinted the sky a pale pink behind a 

cloud of black. It was strange, but he didn’t recall seeing any clouds 
whatsoever less than half an hour ago. It was only as he drew closer to 
the inn that he realized it was not a cloud, but a pillar of smoke! The 
streets suddenly became crowded with people bumping into him as they 
rushed past, their faces white and their shouts filling the silent night with 
chaos. He forced his way through, finally slipping off to the side and out 
of the main stream of fleeing figures. When he saw a troop of city guards 
run past, going away from the inn, he pulled his hood close to his face, 
watching them disappear through the streets like cowards. It would have 
been funny if a cold lump of dread wasn’t chewing away at his stomach. 

The inn that had been standing no more than a few hours ago was 
engulfed in roaring flames, the heat from it so strong it brought pearls of 
sweat to his forehead as he watched, frozen, from a distance. A main 
support gave way suddenly and half of the building lurched before 
crumbling to the ground. The second half followed a moment later, its 
beams snapping and crackling as they burned away and the building 
collapsed. His logic frayed by the turmoil of the moment, he ran toward 
it, unable to get more than a few feet closer before the heat and the blaze 
became too hot to bear. 

He wasn’t thinking about his supplies, he realized, as his eyes 
darted around the painfully bright area. The dancing shadows from the 
fire made him see moving figures everywhere, and the uncertainty of his 
own sight finally drew him back into the cold shadows. There was only 
one place to go, the place Basso and he had decided upon as a second 
meeting place if the city guard suddenly descended upon them. He could 
only assume that’s where Basso would take Megan if they’d gotten out 
alive, just like they planned earlier by the fireplace in the little room. 
Even before he knew what he was doing, he was hurrying down the street 
toward the silhouette of the clock tower rising over the cityscape. 

His urgency made him falter, and after a few argued moments in 
his mind, he forced himself to stop with a cold chuckle. “Why am I in 
such a hurry to meet up with them? What am I to her? She broke me out 
of prison, sure, but I don’t owe her anything. I’ve got my own job, now. 
Why wait? The guy has a boat ready and waiting with a nice overhead of 
two more of these,” he said, patting the sack at his hip. “It’s time for me 
to look out for myself and stop letting myself get tangled up in all her 
nonsense. Besides, her business is with Basso. He seems capable enough 
to watch out for her when she’s being stupid. I’d just be a tag along 
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anyway, and I won’t be a burden to anyone else. I watch out for myself.” 
By this time, he had turned around and long passed the 

smoldering remains of the inn on his way toward the port. His footsteps 
weren’t as quick, but he didn’t much care. When he was on a job, he’d 
take just as much time as he liked. Still, it took a little more dedicated 
thought to erase the twinge of guilt in his stomach. At first, he tried to 
figure out what it was that made him feel so guilty, but when that only 
enhanced the nervousness, he quickly switched tactics and thought 
instead about the amount of money he could charge for the gems at his 
side. It didn’t take long for him to decide it was best to put his latest 
acquisitions in a safe place before heading out on the job; clinking with 
money was nice when you didn’t have to be particularly quiet, but it 
wasn’t worth getting your throat slit for. Besides, with the kind of money 
he was carrying, it didn’t take much common sense to realize he was a 
good target for street thieves. 

A quick switch of direction to head back to his little hole in the 
wall apartment brought him down a particularly black alley, made only 
darker by the quickly brightening sky. “I guess that rumor about the skies 
remaining dark was just Hammer nonsense,” he muttered, squinting up at 
the streaks of orange and pink overhead. Somehow, the thought that 
nothing strange was going on in relation to Megan and Daphne’s 
appearance made him feel a little better. So they were just toying with 
him after all—trying to work up his sympathy, no doubt, with all that talk 
of being from another world. Well, it certainly backfired. Don’t tell 
someone they’re not real if you want them to help you, he thought with a 
sneer. It was almost comical, really! A game! Ha! 

He shook his head, still smirking as he turned the corner. A loud 
whistling noise brought his head up fast, and he barely avoided the flying 
object that whizzed past him. It struck the wall behind him with a 
thunderous crash, showering him with stone dust and wood splinters 
before he leapt back into the alley to avoid a second projectile. Over the 
noise, he heard two distinct sounds: one, a metallic voice crying, 
“Deactivate human!” and the second, a very familiar voice that made him 
want to groan, shouting, “STOP GUS! STOP IT!” 

Although the voice was definitely Daphne’s, Raife had no 
intention of coming out from where he crouched in a shaded doorway. 
His blood thundered in his ears and he swore he heard the thing clomping 
into the alley after him. After a few moments, however, when his pulse 
had slowed a little, he could hear normal footsteps coming closer as 
Daphne and Sherry looked for him. 
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“Raife? Are you alright? Are you still here?” 
He considered remaining in the shadows and letting them believe 

he had run away, but the thought of looking like that much of a coward 
dug into his pride and he cautiously emerged. “What was that?” he 
demanded, doing his best to look furious rather than terrified. “You could 
have killed me, though I suppose with you that’s not a first!” 

“Oh, calm down,” the barmaid snapped, crossing her arms and 
tilting her hips just like a skin-service girl looking for customers. 
“Daphne stopped it before it did you any harm.” 

“You call getting a cannon shot at my head no harm?” He didn’t 
have to hide his fear behind false anger anymore, he was fully enraged. 
He stormed up Daphne who watched him with wide, unabashedly 
terrified eyes, and was considering what it’d feel like to strangle her to 
death when he caught the shine of metal out of the corner of his eye and 
leapt back, hand on dagger, as he faced off with the giant robot. 

“Don’t pull out your weapon! He’ll just take that as a threat!” 
Daphne said, hurrying over to the metal beast as though it were nothing 
more than a large dog. “He won’t hurt you, I told him not to.” 

“Oh, and it listens to you?” Raife demanded, eyeing the thing as 
he casually turned his back to the wall, his hand still hovering over the 
hilt of his dagger. 

“Yes, he does. He won’t leave her side, and he’s very loyal, 
unlike some cowards who run away when Hammers come around.” 
Sherry sidled over to her friend and stood with her chin raised. 

“Don’t start getting all haughty on me, wench,” he snapped back. 
“I didn’t see you doing much to keep those Hammers back!” 

“You just keep telling yourself you’re not a coward! If it wasn’t 
for you drawing your sword on them, they might have let us go without 
more than a scolding and a scripture to memorize!” 

“Come on! Both of you!” Daphne cried just as Raife opened his 
mouth to reply. It was to him she spoke, next. “I’m sorry Gus shot at you, 
I don’t know why he did. I can only assume you startled him.” 

“I startled him?” 
“At any rate,” Daphne went on, ignoring his incredulous face, 

“I’m glad you’re in one piece. I know what Hammers do when they 
attack, so I’m glad to see you only look slightly worse for wear.” 

“No, thanks to you,” he muttered, crossing his arms and glaring 
down the alley. “What are you doing over here anyway? Attracted by the 
flames?” When he glanced over at her, he swore he saw her face flush 
with embarrassment. 
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“Not exactly,” Sherry said, avoiding eye contact with anyone by 
watching her kneading hands. 

“It’s a long story.” Daphne waved off his curious look and turned 
to pat the giant robot’s head. “What are you doing here?” 

“Another long story,” he replied, feeling that strange twinge of 
guilt again. “I was looking for your pal. She was at that inn, believe it or 
not.” 

Daphne’s face went ashen. “Megan was- she was in there?” She 
looked as though she wanted to vomit onto the cobblestones. 

“Yes, she was, but I highly doubt she would have stayed once the 
building caught fire.” Odd, but somehow he felt as if he were speaking 
more to assuage his own concern. Some bizarre mix of that guilty feeling 
and the headiness of nearly being blown to bits, no doubt. It would pass. 
“She and Basso probably got out pretty quick. I was-” He thought about 
shutting up for a moment, thought about carrying out his plan to get 
moving on that job before he got sucked into their mess again, but no 
matter how sane that rationale sounded in his head, his mouth continued 
to speak of its own accord. “I was just going to see if they were at the 
meeting place Basso and I agreed on.” 

The girl’s eyes lit up immediately and she ran up to him, grabbing 
his shoulders. “Are you sure she got out? Will they be there?” 

Carefully, he pried her fingers off of him and took a distancing 
step backward. “If they’re alive, they will be.” 

“Will you take me there? Please? I have to meet up with her, 
Raife! I have to! I hope I didn’t hurt her! Will you let us come? Please?” 
Daphne practically fell to her knees in front of him as she begged. He 
could see the fear in her eyes, but there was something else that struck 
him as strange; Sherry was still carefully avoiding any eye contact. What 
had she meant by ‘Not exactly’ anyway? And what had Daphne meant by 
‘I hope I didn’t hurt her’? Weird or not, and as much as he hated to admit 
it, he almost felt sorry for the girls. Almost. It had occurred to him that 
once the two girls were together, they might cling to each other and not 
to him, which was nearly as appealing as two more sacks of unpolished 
Pagan gems. Again, nearly. 

“Fine, but don’t slow me down,” he muttered at last, pushing his 
way past her and the barmaid toward the main street. “And keep that 
thing away from me.” He managed to keep his uncomfortable glance to 
little more than a flicker of his eyes toward the robot as it turned around 
silently on its large wheel. The two girls were right behind him. “I’m 
only doing this to get you off my back. I’ve got my own business to 
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attend to, now.” 
“Thank you so much!” Daphne squeaked, running up beside him 

and trying to loop her arm through his. He deftly avoided it and gave her 
a sharp glare telling her inaudibly to keep her hands to herself. Still, 
instead of looking downcast or disappointed, she merely grinned and 
said, “You know, you act all tough, but you’re a sweetie!” 

The thief’s glower darkened and he hunched into his cloak as he 
attempted to swallow his irritation. If Megan isn’t there, I’ll kill myself, 
he thought. Death would be better than dealing with this any longer than 
I absolutely have to! 
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Chapter Ten: 
In Which Daphne and Megan Are Reunited 
 

It was the first time she’d ever seen the streets of a Thief city 
filled with people. In fact, it was pretty close to the first time she’d ever 
seen the city during the daytime. Megan shifted, stepping a little further 
into the black shadows of an overhanging doorway as a troop of city 
guards marched by. If she hadn’t been so worried about being identified 
as a criminal, she would have loved to step out onto the streets and 
wander about; the city looked like a medieval fair. The houses were all so 
quaint and rustic in the bright sunlight, and she didn’t even think about 
breaking into them to steal the possessions they held. Along the 
cobblestone streets, crowds of people weaved in and out, going about 
their daily business while vendors tried to sell them fruits and beads and 
all sorts of other things. None of the vendors sold flash bombs, lock 
picks, or water arrows, though she did see a few selling fire arrows and 
moss arrows for fireplaces and gardens, and a little ways down there was 
a vendor selling health potions. Tucked away in the bottom of the cart, 
she thought she saw the bluish-green shine of an invisibility potion. I’ll 
have to remember that place, she thought, and immediately scowled. I 
need to stop thinking like I would if I were playing a game. This isn’t a 
game anymore. Raife was right. Even if it was at one point, now that I’m 
here, now that I can kill and be killed, everything is as real as life back 
home. She allowed herself to indulge in memories of her family and 
friends, and the effect was immediate. She hunched in on herself and 
sighed, wishing more than anything that Daphne were there. 

She looked out at the faces of the crowd and froze suddenly. 
There, among strangers, she swore that for a moment she’d seen Daphne. 
But no, it was gone again. “Just a figment of my imagination,” Megan 
sighed. 

“Hmm?” Basso asked, roused from the half-doze he’d fallen into. 
His ability to drop off to sleep whenever they paused for a few minutes 
and his ease at waking up suddenly made her wonder if he’d ever served 
as an officer in the army. Soldiers were reported to be able to sleep on a 
dime and wake up equally fast, but living a life of crime in which any 
moment you could be arrested for numerous hangman-worthy crimes 
probably produced a similar talent. “Did you say something?” 

“I just thought I saw someone I knew.” 
“Raife?” 
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“No, someone else.” This seemed to appease Basso’s curiosity, 
and he went back to dozing. Her feet were beginning to ache through her 
shoes, so she sank down on the darkened steps and watched the sea of 
pedestrians with an absent gaze. 

There! Again she swore she saw Daphne’s face among the crowd, 
just on the other side of the street in front of the clock tower, and this 
time, she wasn’t sure it was a trick of the eyes. Megan leapt to her feet, 
squinting at the spot that was now obscured by a wall people in the way. 
Then, in a lull of the crowd, she spotted them. Raife and Daphne!  

Without hesitating, Megan flew from the shadowed doorway and 
shoved her way through the crowd, not caring who called her rude, and a 
moment later, found herself on the other side of the street, blinded by the 
bright light and all the faces. Cursing her slow-adjusting eyes, Megan 
glanced up and down the line of people leaning against the wall, but their 
faces blacked out if she looked directly at them. They were only 
distinguishable out of the corner of her eye, and it was then that she saw 
someone rushing toward her. Before she had a chance to slip out of their 
way, she was bowled over onto the ground. It was only after a moment 
that she heard the squeal and distinguished a high-pitched cry of, 
“Megan! Megan! Megan!” 

The knock to the ground cleared up her vision and she 
immediately recognized the person hugging her and the person pulling 
the hugger off her with an angry growl of, “Do you want the bull-dogs to 
know your pal is here? I hate to break it to you, but we’re all a little 
suspect at the moment.” 

“Megan, you’re alive! I’ve been so worried about you! Where’d 
you get the clothes, anyway, they look fantastic! I should get some, too—
I don’t blend in too well, especially in this bright light.” 

“We should get out of sight. Where’s Basso?” 
“Across the street,” Megan said, knowing she was grinning like 

an idiot as Raife helped her to her feet. “That shadowy doorway. We’ve 
been waiting for you for almost two hours! Basso thought you’d ditched 
us.” 

Raife scoffed and hunched his shoulders. “Don’t think I didn’t 
consider that.” 

Then she turned to Daphne who stood apart, beaming with a hint 
of tears in her eyes, and she couldn’t help throwing her own arms around 
her friend and hugging her tightly. “I thought you were dead! Were you 
crazy to go to that pub? You could have been killed! The whole place 
was torn to pieces, we didn’t know if you were alive or dead or what, and 
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I assumed the worst, but then Raife said you were alive, but then the 
Hammers had come, and then I didn’t know what to think-!” Daphne 
laughed at the torrent of words that spilled out of Megan’s mouth. 

“No, I’m fine! Sherry’s been making sure I keep myself out of too 
much trouble.” 

“Sherry?” Megan noticed the third member of the group for the 
first time, a barmaid who was giving her a very curious look, something 
between curiosity and contempt. She assumed it was just the look of one 
who is used to living on the rough side of town, and turned to shake her 
hand. “Thank you so much for watching out for her. I’m so glad she 
wasn’t alone.” 

“No problem,” the barmaid replied, shrugging. She glanced at the 
extended hand, but she didn’t take it. Instead, she glanced around them 
and said, “Raife’s right. We should get out of sight.” 

Without another word, Megan led the group through the crowd, 
all the while hanging on to Daphne’s arm—and Daphne to hers—as 
though anything might suddenly separate them again. Basso peered out 
of the doorway, but when he saw Raife, his face lightened and he nodded 
a greeting. 

“Thought you were going to ditch us for good,” he said when the 
thief stepped into the shadows. 

“I thought I was too, but it seems fate is crueler than I expected.” 
He glanced over at Megan and Daphne as they continued whispering to 
each other in the shadows of a doorway a few paces off. Sherry was with 
them, her arms crossed, her face none too friendly. 

Basso noticed the new additions as well, and with a jerk of his 
chin, asked, “Who’re they?” 

“The one who’s practically fused herself to Megan is called 
Daphne. They’re friends, I guess, but much more than that I don’t know. 
Except that they both have a way of getting me into trouble.” 

“And out of it, if Pavelock is any indication.” 
Raife smirked. “A fluke, I assure you. That other wench is a 

barmaid, Sherry. Nasty little piece of work, very irritable, but the other 
girl seems to be able to put up with her.” 

Basso nodded knowingly. “Girls seem to be very social 
creatures,” he said. “My wife has a flock of girlfriends whose presence 
would drive me up the wall within five minutes if I had to be in the same 
room with them.” He shook his head, but his eyes had softened, and 
Raife didn’t have to make any wild guesses to assume he was thinking of 
his wife at that very moment. With a frown and a cough, the lock pick 
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grinned. “So what’s the plan, now?” 
“I’m not sure, but it better not take long. I’ve got places to be, and 

I plan to leave tonight.” The thief stepped out of the shelter of the 
overhang and hurried over to where the three girls clustered. 

“-oh! You have no idea what we’ve been through!” Daphne was 
saying as he approached. “It’s probably best if we talk in private about 
it.” 

“Good, because there are some things I need to tell you that I’d 
rather no one else knew about,” Megan replied, nodding in agreement. 

“I hate to break up this little chatter,” Raife said as he pressed into 
the shadows with them, “but I think it’s time we got out of sight. Three of 
us are wanted criminals and I doubt the city guard would mind tripping 
over us on one of their patrols.” 

“Have anyplace in mind?” Megan asked. “I’ve been trying to 
think of a place that would be safe, but the only place I can think of is a 
Keeper storage room sealed by a glyph, and I’m not sure we want to risk 
running into an unsuspecting Keeper. At least, I know I don’t.” 

“We saw a Keeper just last night!” Daphne said, tugging on 
Megan’s sleeve like a little kid. “He was looking for me and Sherry, but I 
have no idea why. Any ideas?” 

Megan cast her a quick glance that said she had several, but she 
kept her lips sealed on the matter. After a pause, she turned to Raife 
again. “Did you have a good place to go?” 

“I have a place that’ll work.” He signaled Basso to come over and 
join them. When the lock pick was there, he continued. “There’s a few 
abandoned buildings over at the edge of Old Quarter. You said you 
needed to go there anyway, it’ll be on the way. We can stay there until 
dark and then go about our separate business.” 

“Separate business?” Megan asked, lifting an eyebrow at him. He 
rolled his shoulders and gave her a cool gaze. He, too, could keep his 
mouth shut about things. She watched him for a moment as though trying 
to read something in his face, but when he glanced away she shrugged 
and turned to Daphne. “That’ll work won’t it?” 

“I don’t see why not. What are we waiting for?” 
“I have no idea,” Sherry snapped, stepping out into the sunlight. 

“Lead the way, Raife. There’s no point in wasting another moment 
standing around here.” 

He cast the question in a glance, but Daphne shrugged. “I don’t 
know what’s eating her. Could be lots of things, I guess. Maybe she’s 
worried someone will run across Gus... we left him hiding in a really out-
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of-the-way alley. Too many people on the streets, now, anyway.” 
“Gus?” Megan lifted an eyebrow as Raife took her arm and drew 

her out of the shadows and onto the street. 
“Don’t ask,” he muttered, moving ahead to lead the way to Old 

Quarter. Daphne and Basso followed close behind. 
 

The journey to Old Quarter was uneventful. It wasn’t hard to 
avoid the attention of the city guards when surrounded by throngs of 
other citizens, though the crime rate seemed just as active in the daylight: 
Raife caught two boys trying to pick first Megan’s pocket and then his 
own. He led the group deftly through back allies and seldom used 
passageways scattered throughout the city in places neither Megan or 
Daphne would have thought to look. Basso watched behind them, making 
sure no one was following them, but just as it was hard for the guards to 
pick out one criminal face out of the crowds, so he had a hard time 
judging whether one person was following them or not. Most often, he 
decided it was just his naturally paranoid nature, but because of his 
concern, Raife led them on a spiraling, roundabout route that kept them 
walking until well after the clock tower in the distance tolled noon and 
the heat of the blazing sun was rising off the cobblestones. Megan now 
knew why living in medieval cities was dangerous, not for the corruption 
and thieving, but for the insufferable heat, the rotting waste in the streets, 
and the animal dung left in the middle of the roads as though there were 
nothing to it. It was a breeding ground for disease and foul smells. 

She wasn’t the only one crinkling up her nose, either. Daphne 
looked a little green after they passed a particularly smelly pile of refuse, 
and even the overconfident look in Sherry’s eyes had faded to a dulled 
look of disgust. Only Basso and Raife seemed undisturbed by the smell, 
and with a smirk, Megan nudged Daphne in the side and muttered a Jeff 
Foxworthy joke about “Courtesy Sniffs.” Daphne burst into a peel of 
laughter which got Megan chuckling, and made both Raife and Sherry 
give them a sharp glare. They stifled their giggles, but they were forced 
to keep from meeting each others eyes to keep the next bursts of laughter 
at bay. 

At last, Raife led them into a rundown building with broken glass 
windows and snapped hinges on the doors, and up the stairs to the third 
story. It might not have been comfortable, there was no furniture to speak 
of, and Sherry shrieked when she almost stepped on a rat—which made 
her turn bright red and begin muttering curses under her breath—but it 
was quiet and out of the way, a good place to lay low until dark. Almost 
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immediately, Daphne and Megan declared that they needed to share some 
information with each other, and before anyone could say that any 
information they needed to share between themselves ought to be shared 
with everyone else, the two girls had closed the door to a side room and 
pushed a chair up against it. The other three stood for a moment in the 
open room, and although they could hear the evidence of whispering 
going on behind the door, they couldn’t make out a word of it. 

With a snort of disgust, Sherry strolled over to the far wall and 
slumped down against it with a glare. “Megan! Megan! Megan!” she 
chided, her face contorting in disgust. “Geez, it’s like she hasn’t seen her 
in years. What’s so fantastic about the girl, anyway? She doesn’t look 
like anything particular.” 

Raife rolled his eyes and drifted to the other side of the room. “Do 
you hear yourself when you speak?” he asked as he took off his cloak and 
balled it up for a pillow. 

Sherry cast him a withering glance, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
Instead, she turned her attention to Basso. “So how’d you get pulled into 
all this? They try to kill you, too?” 

The lock pick seemed a little uncomfortable under her bitter glare. 
He shrugged. “I’m not sure how much information I should be sharing,” 
he said, seating himself not far from the door where he could watch the 
rising stairs at the end of the hall. Then he turned his attention to Raife, 
who was already lying down, the hood of his cloak pulled out from the 
ball of fabric and draping over his eyes. “Man, I’m tired. Feel like I’ve 
been up for several nights in a row.” 

Raife grunted. Sherry scoffed and rolled her eyes. “What am I 
doing here with these people!” she muttered under her breath. 

“You’re a nosy wench, that’s why you’re still here,” Raife 
growled back. “Now shut up so the rest of us can sleep. You can whine 
and moan just as well inside your own skull.” 

“Oh, like you never complain about them!” she snapped back. 
“What exactly are you doing hanging around here, anyway? I thought 
you had other business to attend to.” 

The thief lifted up the corner of his hood and glowered at her, 
which made a smug smirk slip across her face. But instead of answering, 
he merely pulled the cloth back over his eyes and crossed his arms over 
his chest. A few moments later, he was sleeping, and so was Basso. 
Sherry hunched down and glared at the unconscious occupants of the 
room as though the glare alone would stir them awake, but it had no 
effect. 
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“Well, they may be alright with all this whispering and giggling, 
but I’m not,” she whispered, and settled herself for a long wait. “I’ll make 
sure they tell me what’s going on the moment they step out of that 
room.” 
 

The thick rust-light of sunset filled the room when the two girls 
emerged, looking solemn. All three of their companions lay in various 
places on the floor, sleeping soundly. Even Sherry was curled up by the 
wall, her head cushioned on her arms as she dozed. The click of the door 
handle startled Raife and Basso, but Sherry continued to sleep. 

Daphne smiled at her and whispered to Megan, “It’s been a while 
since either of us got any sleep.” 

“Maybe you should rest for a little while, then,” the other 
whispered back. “I slept a little last night, so I’m doing alright.” Daphne 
nodded, but the look in her eyes was fearful. “Don’t worry,” Megan said, 
patting her friend on the shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere without you. 
I promise.” 

“Alright. I’m trusting you on this.” 
“Good.” Megan grinned and Daphne moved across the room to a 

nice spot in the sunlight. Raife and Basso had gotten up and moved over 
to where Megan stood, and the three of them shifted a little down the 
hallway. Not far—Megan wasn’t sure at what distance her promise 
would be broken—but far enough to let the other two sleep without being 
disturbed. 

“What took so long?” Raife said as he pushed a few loose hairs 
back into place. 

“We had to figure out what was going on, at least, based on what 
we both have learned so far,” Megan whispered, glancing back at the 
other room. “Daphne overheard a conversation between a couple of 
Hammers and Garrett. I recall him mentioning something of the sort 
when I ran into him later and went with him to the Keepers.” 

“I thought you and the Keepers weren’t getting on too well,” 
Basso said. 

“We aren’t. But I’m getting to that. The Hammers told Garrett 
that something had come into the city that wasn’t supposed to be there, 
and that there was supposed to be some kind of item in an Old Quarter 
warehouse that brought the unnatural things here. Naturally, Daphne and 
I are of the opinion that we are the unnatural things, and I think Garrett 
and Artemus believe that as well.” 

“Didn’t the Hammers also say that there would be eternal 
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darkness and the undead walking the streets?” Raife asked, his tone 
grating. “If you didn’t notice, it’s been a pretty sunny day today. And I 
haven’t seen any undead for a long time. The Hammers may have 
something up their sleeve, but a prophesy that’s half wrong? Sounds like 
a cheap way to elicit the Master Thief’s services.” He scoffed and looked 
down his nose. 

Megan could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rise and she 
was very close to slapping him hard across his haughty face, when she 
thought of something. “It’s not wrong,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “It 
was supposed to be dark and the dead were supposed to walk the streets 
because something unnatural was in the city. What if that is only the case 
while that something is unnatural? You said it yourself, I’m a thief now. 
I’ve killed someone from here, I had his blood all over me. And Daphne-
” She hesitated, knowing full well, now, what would qualify Daphne as a 
“natural”, at least among the Pagans, but she wasn’t sure if it was a good 
idea to spread that information, particularly to a thief who had almost 
killed them when Daphne had suggested that the Trickster had brought 
them there. With a wave of her hand, she said, “Well, she’s been more 
than inducted into this place. We’re not unnatural anymore. The darkness 
lifted the night after I killed the guard at Pavelock.” 

Raife rolled his eyes and crossed his arms, but he didn’t look 
down his nose at her anymore. “That seems a little far fetched,” he 
muttered, but she knew she’d won, at least in explaining how he could be 
wrong. 

“Anyway, Garrett was going to go to Old Quarter and track down 
that item, and I didn’t get a chance to go after him because Artemus left 
me in a holding room. That’s where I met Jenivere, and that’s when I 
learned that although she’d been asking Artemus to ask Garrett for help, 
he’d kept his mouth shut when Garrett was there. That’s when I decided 
to go to Pavelock and get you out for her,” she said to Basso. “Garrett 
must have gotten the item already, but I don’t know where he would have 
taken it, if he took it to anyone at all. Daphne said that Keeper who I saw 
at the inn had come looking for her and Sherry, but she doesn’t know 
why. I assumed he had come after me, since I’d escaped from the 
compound by way of a glyph.” 

“So the Keepers know about all this, too? But why would they get 
involved?” Raife sounded doubtful. “I understand that they like to have 
their hands in almost everything that goes on in this city, but no one 
seems to have any idea of what’s really going on.” 

“Well, if anyone knew what was going on, it’d be the Keepers,” 
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Basso said. “And if Garrett has gotten the item already, which he 
probably has, then it’s already in the Hammerite’s possession. Won’t do 
much good for us to go into Old Quarter to try and find it, now.” 

Megan nodded solemnly while she pieced together what they 
already knew. “You’re right. It won’t do any good to go to Old Quarter 
now. Then I guess the next order of business is to get you and Jenivere 
safely out of the city.” 

Basso made a startled choking noise. “There’s no need for that! 
Your business is far more urgent than that of my wife and mine.” 

But Megan shook her head. “No, I promised her I’d bring you 
back safely. She probably hasn’t heard that we escaped alright, and it 
won’t do her any good to worry about that when she’s in her current 
condition. You need to go with her and find a place that’s safe for you to 
live. That baby isn’t going to wait forever to be born, you know, and your 
first duty is to make sure it’s not born in a prison cell- or a Keeper 
Compound,” she added quickly. “I’ll take you back to the compound, go 
in via the glyph, get Jenivere out… Do you have a place you both could 
go to that wouldn’t draw any attention?” 

The lock pick nodded. “My cousin lives in the next city over. We 
can get a lift on one of the trading ships that travel along the coast.” 

“Perfect.” 
“What makes you think the Keepers won’t be in there waiting for 

you?” Raife asked suddenly. Megan opened her mouth as if to give a 
perfectly reasonable explanation for why that couldn’t possibly happen, 
but he didn’t wait for it, as usual. “You take a lot of unnecessary risks. If 
you want to survive in this place, you’re going to have to watch out for 
yourself better. Think like a thief.” 

“Like you?” she growled. “Oh, yes. I can see how you’ve done so 
much better for yourself.” 

“I do pretty good when there are no little girls tripping me up.” 
“Little girls!” Megan cried. “This little girl saved you from 

hanging, I’ll remind you! Could you have gotten yourself out of 
Pavelock?” 

“I wouldn’t have even been in Pavelock if not for-” With a cry of 
frustration and disgust, Raife threw up his hands and glared at her. “We 
could argue this forever, you know that? One way or another, you can’t 
deny the fact that I’ve only gotten into the trouble I have because of you 
and that little friend of yours.” 

“If we cause you so much grief, why are you still hanging 
around?” Megan growled back. 
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Basso glanced away as the two scowled at each other, but a smirk 
was beginning to play on his face. In a sudden burst of recklessness, he 
muttered, “Maybe I should let the two of you have some privacy…” 

The response was immediate. Megan jerked backward, blushing 
and frowning at the same time as she demanded an explanation for what 
he meant by that; Raife’s scowl vanished in a flash of surprise before he 
settled back into a flat, stone-like face and turned to look out the broken 
window at the end of the hall. Basso put up his hands with a chuckle and 
said he was only joking. 

“I make jokes when I’m uncomfortable, I’m sorry, it’s in my 
nature,” he said, unable to keep the grin off his face while the other two 
deftly avoided each other’s eyes. 

Megan crossed her arms and cleared her throat as her red cheeks 
slowly faded. “Enough of this. Tonight, we’re bringing you back to the 
Keeper Compound. I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out some way to 
make sure there isn’t an ambush waiting for us inside.” She said the last 
part with a deliberate glance at Raife, but he made no sign that he heard 
it. “Then we’ll make sure you and Jenivere get to your boat safely. That’s 
the plan. Are you alright with that?” she asked Basso, but he could tell 
her question was directed toward Raife. 

For a moment, the thief said nothing, but then in a soft, distant 
voice, he said, “Do whatever you like. I’ve got my own things to do.” 

“That separate business you were talking about?” she asked. 
“Yes.” 
“And what sort of business is it? More thieving? Maybe an 

assassination job? Need to rack up a few more crimes before the city 
guards hunt you down and hang you from the gallows?” 

Basso lifted an eyebrow at the biting tone she used, but Raife 
reacted in kind. “I can do whatever I like,” he hissed though his teeth. 
“I’ve done my part, I’ve paid my price. You broke me out of Pavelock, I 
brought your friend back to you. I’m done. I’ve lost a lot of money since 
I met you two, so yes, I’m going off on my own again to make up the 
difference. And who are you,” he continued with renewed malice, “to 
give me attitude about what I do? You’ve stolen, you’ve killed. You just 
said yourself that you’re no longer an unnatural thing in this place.” 

Megan’s face was heating up again, this time, there was no doubt 
that rage fueled it. “Fine! We don’t need you. We’ve never needed you, 
just as you have clearly never needed us. You’re right, we’re natural in 
this setting now. We don’t need a guide. So what are you waiting for? If 
all you wanted to do was make good your debt with me, then why are 
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you still here? Your urgent business calls!” She rolled her eyes and 
refused to look at him, instead she turned back to Basso. “Are you ready 
to go? It’ll be plenty dark soon, we’ll be able to get going.” 

With that, she strode into the other room to wake Daphne, while 
Basso was left in the darkening hallway with a very sour looking thief. 

“Damned girl,” Raife muttered to himself, as he let his balled-up 
cloak open up and fall to the ground. He threw it violently over his 
shoulders and clasped the lock in the front. He patted the pouch at his 
side, and Basso heard the clink of stones inside. When he caught Raife’s 
glance, the thief looked smug. “Once you and your wife get on that boat,” 
he said, “make sure those two are on the docks behind you. Get away 
while you can.” He cast one last, bitter glance at the other room, and then 
he descended the stairs, not caring how loud his footfall was. 

Basso watched him go, and a moment later, Megan appeared at 
the end of the hall, looking a little concerned. When she saw him, she 
frowned. “Is he gone already?” The lock pick nodded and she scowled at 
the floor. The look only lasted a moment, however. “What’s that?” She 
nodded at an envelope on the ground. 

“I don’t know.” Basso bent down and picked it up, turning it over 
in his hand. “Maybe it fell out of Raife’s cloak?” 

Megan snorted and came over as Basso handed the envelope to 
her. “That sounds just like him. Forgetting things. Oh, yes, he’s such a 
capable thief. Never does anything wrong. Oh, no, it’s all my fault that he 
does things like this.” She muttered something else about a fire arrow and 
a window, but as she glared at the seal of the letter, her face darkened and 
her complaints stopped. 

“What is it?” The lock pick leaned closer to look over her 
shoulder. 

“It’s a pagan seal,” Megan said, glancing over at the stairs Raife 
had just descended. For a long time, she stood silently, then tore open the 
letter and began reading the page. Her frown deepened with each passing 
moment, but before Basso could ask what was wrong, she turned around 
and ran back into the other room. He followed her and caught the tail end 
of what she was saying to Daphne in a hushed voice. 

“-it says he’s to leave the item in this part of the Pagan forest. 
Isn’t that where you met Adrianna?” 

Daphne shifted at the unpleasant memory, but nodded. “It’s 
around there, I’d guess. I didn’t really look that hard—we just sort of ran. 
But the layout of the trees does look sort of familiar.” 

Megan frowned at the image drawn on the paper in red ink, and 
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then abruptly pressed her nose to the sheet and inhaled. Her face 
contorted and she abruptly held the letter out as far as away from her as 
she could reach. “It’s written in blood,” she said, and then in another low 
whisper, she asked, “What is Raife stealing for them that’s so important? 
And from whom?” 

Daphne shrugged and took the letter from Megan. “Do you think 
it has something to do with that prophecy the Hammerites were talking 
about?” 

The other girl frowned. “I don’t know, but I can’t help feeling like 
this is tied in somehow. Bet you anything we’re going to have to go in 
and save his butt again.” The comment made Daphne laugh, and her 
laughing made Megan chuckle, but neither looked particularly convinced 
that what had been said wasn’t possibly the truth. 
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Chapter Eleven: 
In Which the Keepers Get Involved 
 

It was dark sooner than they anticipated. Night fell like a black 
funeral sheet over the whole city, and no matter how hard she strained 
her eyes, Megan couldn’t see a single star in the sky, not even in this dark 
part of town. The breeze was cold and sent a wash of shivers down her 
bare arms. She hugged herself to keep warm, but it wasn’t nearly enough. 
Behind her, she could hear Daphne and Sherry talking in low whispers, 
but she tuned out the words. 

What possible business could Raife have with the Pagans? He’d 
said it was urgent business, but what could possibly be so important? 
Maybe it wasn’t that important. Maybe it was just a good excuse to slip 
off for good. 

A snippet of conversation drifted over her shoulder. “…always 
knew he was more trouble than his help was worth…” 

Daphne’s voice started out soft, but somewhere in the middle, 
Megan heard her say, “…not his fault. He didn’t ask for us to…” 

All of it sounded so strange, so bizarre. I’m in the middle of a 
video game, and I can’t even tell if it’s real or just my imagination. 
Nothing makes sense anymore. With a sigh, Megan moved away from the 
window and into the dark room. Basso had convinced them it would be 
safest not to light any kind of fire, even a well hidden one, for fear that it 
might draw some kind of negative attention. 

“The City Guards still patrol this area, abandoned or not,” he’d 
said. “We’ll just have to make due with the dark until you’re ready for us 
to leave.” 

Until I’m ready for us to leave, Megan thought, strolling over to 
where the shadowy lump of the lock-pick lay, dozing for a few more 
minutes before they began the long night ahead of them. It was nice to 
have a grown man allowing her a little more say in the way things were 
done. She was sick of men telling her she was just being a stupid girl. 
Basso trusts me to do the right thing. He’s trusted me from the beginning. 
Unlike some men. Two particular names came to mind, both sporting 
stylish black cloaks, and both having more than their fair share of 
arrogance. 

Just as her anger was beginning to spark up again, she heard a 
loud growl that made her jump. Across the dark room, she heard the 
other girls stop talking, and somewhere near her feet, Basso shifted and 
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sat up. 
“Did you hear that?” Daphne whispered. Everyone was silent. 

After a moment, they heard it again, this time with a gurgling noise 
added to the growl. Megan could feel it resonating inside her. Then 
another noise started, something like choking, sputtering, which then 
erupted into a loud peal of laughter. “Megan!” Daphne cried, “Megan, is 
that your stomach?” 

Embarrassed, Megan put her hand on her stomach, feeling the 
vibrations coming from under the skin and muscle. The slow onset of 
nausea she had attributed to the Pagan letter from Raife’s cloak now 
became perfectly clear, and amusingly simple. 

The dark shape of Basso rose to its feet, and she could hear his 
low chuckle. “When was the last time you ate?” he asked. 

Glad the darkness hid the embarrassed blush from her face, 
Megan said, “Nothing since the drink you gave me at the inn. And 
nothing before that. I haven’t really had time to think about eating.” 

She felt a warm hand on her shoulder and something cool and 
round pressing into her hand. “It’s an apple,” Basso said. “It’s all I’ve 
got, but if you don’t stop growling, the Keepers will know we’re coming 
a mile away, even in the dark!” 

With a shy chuckle, Megan took the apple. She felt sick with 
hunger, but the thought of eating anything only made her feel nauseous. 
Still, she could hear the others waiting for her to eat, so forcibly ignoring 
her desire to gag at the thought of swallowing any food, she bit into it 
with a crunch. Even before she’d managed to chew the first piece, she 
could hear Daphne laughing. 

“You always did forget to eat when you were playing the game,” 
Daphne said. 

The last three words seemed to have a strong effect on the other 
two members of their group, and Megan could feel, if not see, Basso and 
Sherry stiffen in the darkness. “I forget to eat whenever I’m distracted by 
things I think are more important,” Megan muttered, drifting back to the 
dark window. 

Down below, the streets were black and thick with shadows, but 
an unexpected flash of light caught her eye. If she leaned out just enough 
so that her peripheral vision didn’t catch the window frame, she couldn’t 
tell if her eyes worked at all; a flash of light was strange indeed. 

Something’s down there. At first, she thought it might be Gus, the 
Karras Servant Daphne had told her about, but it had been so quick. 
Daphne hadn’t described Gus as particularly fast, even if he was silent. 
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The thing down below was definitely moving quickly, running even, 
though she hadn’t heard any footsteps. 

Stepping away from the window and ignoring the sticky juice 
from the apple running down her fingers and pooling in her palm, Megan 
shifted toward the door leading to the hallway and the stairs. Cautiously, 
she peered around the corner. She thought she heard something that 
sounded like a creaking board. 

A brilliant blue flash shot out of the darkness from the end of the 
hall, and even before she could scream, she felt it strike her face-first. But 
it wasn’t a blow like a fist or a gunshot, it was cold and damp, strangely 
like the mist of a glyph doorway. It struck her in the face—first chilling 
the tip of her nose, then her eyes, lips, cheeks, ears—and passed through 
like a smoke ring. But the cold rushed down from her head to her toes, 
and in an instant she felt every muscle in her body freeze. Somewhere 
far, far away behind her, she heard a muffled voice that could have been 
Basso’s. She thought it was asking her what was wrong, but she couldn’t 
move. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t make any noise at all. Just below 
where she could turn her eyes to see—for they too were frozen, fixed 
straight ahead at the dark figure emerging from the shadows, down on 
her chest—she could see something glowing, something blue. A glyph. 
There were several cries from the room behind her, all cut off abruptly, 
and Megan was certain despite her inability to look around and see that 
there were suddenly more people. The figure down the hall approached 
with a grim smile on his lanky face. It wasn’t Garrett, but he was 
definitely the creator of the glyph. 

“A Halting Glyph,” he said in a chilling voice. “I think you’re 
more than familiar with Doorway Glyphs. Too familiar for a non-Keeper, 
if you ask me.” 

Without another word, he strolled past her and into the dark room. 
There were other voices, people talking to the man who had just walked 
in, but only his voice was clear to her. 

“These are the two I was following earlier, yes. But I made a 
mistake. This one—the bar wench—she’s nothing. It’s the one by the 
door I was really after. Her and this one here.” Another muffled voice 
said something, to which the man chuckled. “You’re lucky you froze this 
one as quickly as you did. She’s stuck with the charm on her neck, which 
is much better for us, trust me. I saw what she did at the inn last night.” 

Megan felt her blood growing cold. The Keeper from the inn, the 
one she’d thought was tracking her and the one Daphne had almost been 
caught by. She hadn’t seen his face, but now she knew without a doubt it 
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was him. She could recognize his sharp, uncompromising voice. How did 
he find us? Who else is here? What possible use could the Keepers have 
with both of us? 

“Put a Slumber Glyph on all of them. We’ll take the two we want 
back to the compound. The others we have no business with.” 

Even through the muffling, Megan could hear the thud of three 
bodies hitting the floor, and already she could feel the cold, damp glyph 
pressing into her back, dissolving her view of the dark hallway into 
unconsciousness. 
 
 

By the time he could see the lanterns of the docks up ahead, Raife 
was certain someone was following him. He’d trailed enough people 
himself to know the signs of a stalker, even an exceptionally talented one. 
For the last hour the thief had been trying to give his invisible companion 
the slip, but every time, before so much as a smug smirk could cross his 
face, something inside his head would warn him he wasn’t alone. 

Whoever it is, they do this professionally, he thought, glancing 
again over his shoulder, knowing he would see only what they wanted 
him to see: nothing. 

His patience was wearing thin as he closed the distance between 
himself and his destination. So long as the fool made no move to stop 
him, he couldn’t imagine why he needed to confront his unwanted 
shadow. Still, he found it highly unlikely that someone would trail him 
for so long, taking such care not to be noticed, just to let him give them 
the slip by boat. I can’t have anyone following me through a Hammerite 
stronghold. The job was difficult enough without a tagalong. He knew 
instinctively that the person following him was no novice trying to skim 
some reward off a job-steal, letting him do all the hard work first and 
then slipping up behind him, knocking him out or killing him, to take the 
goal and the reward for it. The wretches that did that were not few and far 
between; he’d seen and barely avoided several pathetic attempts to steal 
his earned prize. But that was just the thing: job-stealers were pathetic. 
They had no talent for thieving whatsoever, no possibly chance of 
reaching any kind of goal without a host thief to feed off. The shadow 
following him was far too talented to be a job-stealer. With their ability 
to hide so well in the shadows so that even a fairly adept thief couldn’t 
spot them, Raife doubted they’d do better to let him lead. More likely, if 
it was a thief, they were planning to take him out before he reached the 
boat and make a move on the whole job, not just the prize. They’d go 
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faster without him in the way, and maybe that grubby Pagan had found a 
better gamble. 

It had crossed his mind that the shadow trailing him could be the 
Master Thief, but he quickly eliminated that as a possibility. One, the 
Master Thief had already turned down this job. Two, although he may 
have stolen the Eye a few weeks ago for the Hammers, Raife doubted 
even the Master Thief cared enough to stop him. Three, whoever was 
following him was not so adept that they had hidden completely. More 
than once he’d seen a flicker of movement behind him, and even if it 
were gone before he glanced back, he knew the Master Thief would 
never be so careless. If it were Garrett, he’d be dead or unconscious 
already. 

Up ahead, under a lantern not more than fifty paces away, he 
could see a small boat with a lantern lit inside and the gangplank 
extended to the street. An odd sight for the docks at night, he thought. 
Most every boat kept themselves dark and locked up at night, whether 
empty or manned, for safety against thieves. Raife himself had robbed 
more than a few captains blind while they slept in their bunks. The only 
reason a boat kept lit and put down its plank was to wait for discreet 
passengers to board under the cover of night. This was his ride. 

Coming to a dead stop at the corner where the buildings dropped 
off and gave way to the long, coverless stretches of dock, Raife turned 
around to face the shadow he knew had been moving a moment ago, even 
without seeing it. “I’ve been pretty kind,” he said, “to let you follow me 
for so long. But I’m tired, now. I’ve got things to do, and I plan to do 
them without you, one way or another.” 

From the dark, he heard a voice say, “It is imperative that I return 
with you. I can promise you protection, if you come quietly and make no 
stupid moves.” 

“I go nowhere except where I want. As for your protection, I can’t 
imagine I’d want or need it. Who are you?” 

“Who I am makes no difference. You must come with me. If you 
refuse, I will take you with me all the same. There is nothing you can do 
to resist.” 

Is that so? With his fingers resting on the hilt of his dagger, he 
highly doubted anyone could force him to do anything he was set against. 

“Will you come?” the voice asked again. 
“No.” 
“Then I have no choice.” 
Something that glistened blue, like the edge of a dagger in 
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moonlight, shot out at Raife, forcing him to leap aside and out of its path. 
With a curse, Raife threw his own blade back, smirking at the sweet, 
solid sound of its blade impacting with flesh and bone. The shadow 
slumped to its knees and rolled to the ground, his upper half exposed in 
the lantern light. For a moment, he stood frozen in place, looking at the 
figure on the ground. 

Then his blood went cold. 
I’ve just signed my own death warrant, he thought as he inched 

toward the body. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind of who, or what, this 
man was. The black cloak, the stealth, now it all made sense. Raife bent 
down beside the Keeper and gingerly nudged the man, half hoping he 
would find himself bowled over as the Keeper attacked him afresh. 
Instead, the dead eyes gazed out over his shoulder, unable to register 
anything but darkness. Even before he knew it, Raife started shaking. He 
clamped his hands down on his knees, trying to slow his heart rate. 
Killing citizens, City Guards, Hammerites, Pagans—that was nothing. 
Sure, their sects would get their feathers ruffled, but most of it was show. 
They couldn’t do much to stop him, and they knew it. But Keepers. He 
felt another wave of shivers run under his skin from his head to his feet. 
I’m going to die. The Enforcers will get me. He hung his head, too 
horrified to move away from the lifeless Keeper at his feet. When he was 
a boy, his mother told him horrible stories about the Enforcers, the silent 
Keepers who killed grown men with glyphs and spells. Awful, terrible 
deaths accompanied by screaming, agonized pain. Deaths accompanied 
by the bitter silence of the Enforcers. There had been a time when the 
Master Thief was destined, because of his inclinations, to be an Enforcer. 
If all of them are as talented as he is, I’m dead before I even try to hide. 

Footsteps somewhere down the street had Raife shooting to his 
feet, his pale face all the more washed out in the electric lighting. No one 
was near, but a man had come down to stand at the foot of the gangplank 
of the Pagan boat. And I’ll be dead if I take the stones I have and run. 
He’d already deposited his first half of the payment in a safe place in the 
city; he doubted the Pagans would wait long for his next move. If he 
didn’t take the boat, would they think he had double crossed them? 
Normally, he might think nothing of it, but now with a dead Keeper on 
his hands, even a Pagan death-threat seemed more likely to have serious 
consequences. I can’t just leave him here. Might as well buy some time. 

As quietly as he could, Raife dragged the body to the edge of the 
nearest dock and lowered the corpse into the water. With the heavy cloak, 
the body went right to the bottom as soon as the cloth was waterlogged. 
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Then, just to be on the safe side, the thief loosed a water arrow on the 
pool of blood half-hidden by shadows. Better safe than sorry, he thought. 
What’s one water arrow in exchange for a few more days of life? 

As he turned to make the rendezvous with the Pagan ship, 
however, a dark and unnerving thought crossed his mind. Why would a 
Keeper be following me? There was only one reason he could think of, 
and if they’d found him, the chances that they’d tracked down Megan 
and Daphne was almost a sure thing. Even before he realized it, Raife 
was sprinting back down the dark street that would eventually lead him to 
Old Quarter again, but he forced himself to a stop. Standing in the 
shadows for a moment, he turned around slowly and began back toward 
the docks. She said they don’t need my help, he thought, turning the 
corner and seeing the boat and its captain once again. I can’t keep bailing 
them out. This is their problem, not mine. Besides, I don’t even know 
where they are anymore. They must have left at sundown for the 
compound, maybe they walked right into a trap like I said she would. If 
I’m going to do my own thing again, I’ve got to stop getting myself tied 
up with them… Yeah, I’ve done real good so far, killing a Keeper, his 
mind added with a bitter note. 

He stepped out into the lantern light as he approached the 
gangplank. I’m on my own, now. I won’t give them any reason to think 
they control me like a puppet. “I believe you’re waiting for me,” he said 
to the man standing on the plank. 

The captain looked him up and down and nodded. “I expected 
someone like you. Don’t think because I’m doing this that you can help 
yourself to anything on the boat. I’m ferrying you to the island to pay off 
a debt I owe the Pagans.” 

“I’m a professional,” Raife said, feeling the word roll off his 
tongue with a new sweetness. I can say that now. I’m being paid as a 
professional to do this job. “Not a petty thief. I doubt there’s much in this 
vessel that could tempt me.” 

The captain snorted and stepped aside, waving a hand toward the 
gangplank. “Then let’s be off. I don’t want to have this job hanging over 
my head any longer than it absolutely has to.” 

You’re not the only one, Raife thought as he crossed on the thin 
board over to the deck of the ship. Now, there was definitely no chance 
of turning back. Not that there ever had been. The moment his hand 
touched the sack of gems, he knew he was in it for the long haul. And I 
hope my death isn’t the result, he thought, standing at the bow of the 
ship. Somewhere in the night, he heard a woman shriek, and he felt his 
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hands gripping the railing of the boat. It was nothing. Just some stupid 
rich woman being robbed of her jewels on her late evening stroll. 

But as the boat drifted away from the docks and out into open 
water, the voice in his ears had slowly changed from a woman to a girl, 
from a stranger’s voice to a friend’s. She asked for this when she went to 
them, he thought, scowling at the waves splashing up and over the tip of 
the boat. If she didn’t want Keepers involved she should have stayed 
away from them like everyone else. Stupid girl. She’s going to get them 
all killed. She’s going to get herself killed. 

“Sir, are you alright?” the captain called from the steering cabin. 
“Feeling the sea a little in your stomach? Helps to hang over the side. I 
don’t want to be cleaning up after you.” 

“I’m fine,” Raife barked back, turning to stare out at the bobbing 
horizon. He could already make out the silhouette of Northermeed Island 
and the massive structure rising off it. A few lights in high windows 
shone out in the night, still far away enough to be confused for stars. The 
thief focused on that and on his plans for getting inside. 

Still, despite all his efforts, he could still hear Megan screaming 
in his head. 
 
 

She woke up talking. Just talking, on and on, about things that 
didn’t seem to make any sense. It wasn’t the first time she’d spoken in 
her sleep, but she’d never recalled waking up in the middle of it. She 
listened to herself speak for a while, but the words were distant and 
sounded as though they were spoken behind a thick wall of glass, as 
though her mouth was in a place entirely separate from herself. Slowly 
the fog in her ears faded, and she began to make out words, clips and 
pieces at first, like tuning an old car radio back and forth with the dial. 
Then all of a sudden, as happens when tuning radios, everything came in 
sharp and clear. 

“…I told you already, my name is Daphne Dawson, and I go to 
Halyin High School. I’m a tenth grader, and I’ve already taken my SAT 
preps. I didn’t do as well as I liked, so my parents—their names are 
Winnie and George Dawson, my father is a chiropractor, my mother is a 
sub at school—signed me up for a prep course, which I am probably 
missing as we speak, unless somehow time has stopped while Megan and 
I are in the game. As for how we got here, I haven’t the foggiest. You can 
ask me as many times as you want, it doesn’t matter, I haven’t a clue. 
Stuff like this happens in movies-” 
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“Movies?” said a voice that sounded familiar. “What is a 
movies?” 

“Not a movies, the movies. Any kind of film based on a story. 
You know, Men in Black, Armageddon, Lord of the Rings—I 
particularly liked the actor who played Legolas. Not many guys can pull 
off long blond hair, but there you go! Just shows you how much I know 
about what can be attractive. But it’s more than that, you know, I think 
any guy who wears a cloak and uses swords to kill people is always 
vastly more attractive than even our modern-day bad boys with 
motorcycles and hand guns. I mean, really, who ever heard of a romantic 
hero sweeping his lady of choice off her feet while riding a Harley? That 
doesn’t even make sense. Besides, someone would be bound to get hurt, 
and that’s just not romantic-” 

“For goodness sake, Keeper Cyrus, would you remove the Vocal 
Glyph and shut her up for a while? My head can’t take much more of this 
nonsense.” Another voice, not familiar. 

“Tell me how you got here.” Ah, that was the familiar one again, 
addressing her. 

“…It’s impossible to say really. At first, when we showed up in 
front of Raife, I said the Trickster had brought us, but I was just gassing. 
I had no idea, it just sounded good at the time. Megan corrected me 
though, probably kept us both from certain death- Raife’s a bit jumpy 
about the subject, but that’s what confuses me. He just headed off, all by 
himself, to do some Pagan errand, which strikes me as odd considering 
how much he seems to dislike the Trickster. But that’s besides the point I 
guess, what really matters is-” 

“Who is this Raife? What kind of errand is he on?” 
“…oh, he’s just another thief, like Garrett, only a bit soft-headed 

if you ask me. He acts all tough and whatnot, but the first time we met 
him he pulled a fire arrow by a window, which I didn’t catch as a bad 
thing right off, but Megan pointed out that anyone down below would see 
us by its light, and then I realized it was a completely stupid thing to do, 
and something only a novice or stupid thief would do. But I don’t really 
think he’s stupid, not at all, actually. A little—um—untrained perhaps is 
the best word, though I was also thinking maybe unskilled, but that’s not 
really right either, and then I thought maybe I’d use the word 
unpolished—actually, now that I think about it, that seems to fit better-” 

An exasperated sigh. “The errand! What was the errand?” 
“…how should I know? All I saw was the letter Megan brought in 

to me which was sealed with a Pagan symbol and written in blood. Why 
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do they do that, by the way? It seems like an awful lot of trouble to go to 
just to write a note, but then again, I guess it’s a ritual or something, or 
maybe they just like the way it looks on paper, it makes sense, I guess, 
though not really to me, but then again, I’ve never been the notebook 
obsessed one, I’d think Megan would know more about that. Pens and 
paper and that sort of thing. She’s always got a notebook or a sketchbook 
on her, but then again, not recently, and I’m not sure how much she kept 
up with it this year in school, she mostly jotted down notes on homework 
sheets-” 

“So you know nothing about what the errand was?” 
“…only that he’s supposed to drop off the trinket at the same 

place I ran into Adrianna, which let me tell you is one spooky place. 
Moving trees, crazy animals, and then there’s the Pagans! Oh, don’t get 
me started on that, I could talk for-” 

A door slammed open and it sounded as though several people 
entered. “Keeper Cyrus, that’s enough! Release her at once!” Another 
familiar voice, but wasn’t the one from the inn. Who was it, now? So 
familiar. She was sure she’d heard it a thousand times, if only she could 
see his face… or anyone’s face. For the first time, she realized she 
couldn’t see a thing. It was like her voice was detached and hovering in a 
dark pit, maybe falling, maybe fixed in place. 

The ongoing sound of her voice cut off suddenly and everything 
erupted into chaos. She could see again, lots of faces, but she was too 
engaged with gasping air into her aching lungs than looking around. It 
felt as though she hadn’t been breathing for hours, and as she inhaled, she 
tasted the strong, copper taste of blood in her mouth. Her tongue and 
inner cheeks burned, her jaw felt ready to fall off. Someone was kneeling 
beside her, taking her jaw in their cold, smooth hand and turning her face 
toward them. Her vision had gone black again when air started pouring 
back into her lungs, but now the centers were clearing again and she 
could make out the face leaning over her. Artemus. I knew I recognized 
that voice! Daphne thought with a sigh of relief that lasted only a 
moment before degrading into a coughing fit. 

“How long have you been using that glyph on her?”  It was 
Artemus again, his voice cold and bitter as he looked over her at a cluster 
of people standing a little ways off. She couldn’t make out who they 
were, but she suspected one of them was the Keeper from the inn. “She’s 
bit her lip and tongue repeatedly, her cheeks are swelling, she’s almost 
blue from suffocating. That glyph takes a lot of energy out of the person 
you use it on! You could have killed her!” 



123 

 

“They have information we need, Keeper Artemus,” the voice 
Daphne now associated with Keeper Cyrus said, his voice firm as though 
tone alone would protect him from repercussions. “If we don’t use the 
Vocal Glyph, how will we ever discover what they know?” 

“They know nothing,” a voice said from the far corner. Someone 
near the origin of the noise stifled a gasp and shifted away. There was no 
doubt in Daphne’s mind who was speaking, now. She’d listened enough 
to Stephen Russell’s voice to know that deep, grating tone anywhere. “If 
you had waited for me at the clock tower as I instructed you to, you’d 
already know that.” 

The Keeper called Cyrus turned to face the Master Thief as 
Garrett stepped out of the shadows and into the slightly better lighting of 
the room. “And I suppose you have all the answers to my questions?” the 
Keeper growled, un-intimidated—perhaps foolishly—by the cloaked man 
standing before him. 

“I have answers to some questions,” the Master Thief replied, 
clearly irritated by the tone the Keeper had taken. “Whether or not you 
know the right thing to ask is still uncertain.” 

“Garrett, please.” Artemus rose from the bed, and Daphne felt the 
mattress rise beside her. The moment his cold hand left her face, her 
mouth began burning again. “Keeper Cyrus, take the Slumber Glyph off 
the other young lady. She’ll need to hear what is said in this room as 
well.” 

Someone from the far side hurried to obey the order for Cyrus, 
and within moments, Daphne heard the hiss of a dissolving glyph and a 
familiar squawk of anger. There was a shuffle as Megan leapt to her feet 
and looked about ready to jump over Daphne’s bed to get at Keeper 
Cyrus. Someone stopped her, because she started to thrash and curse at 
the same time. 

“Megan, calm down!” Artemus said, clutching her arm. 
“Everything is alright, now. We won’t let him use anymore glyphs on 
you, I promise you that myself. If he does, I give you full permission to 
do to me whatever it is you’d like to do to him now.” 

His calm voice stopped her charge, but she trembled as she stood, 
her fists clenched in front of her, as if ready to tear apart Keeper Cyrus’s 
throat were it close enough to lock her fingers around. Daphne pitied 
Artemus; she wasn’t entirely sure he had control over what Cyrus did and 
didn’t do, and from the look on Megan’s face, Daphne doubted anyone 
would want to be on the receiving end of whatever she planned for 
Cyrus. But instead of forcing her way past Artemus, Megan glanced 
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down at her and asked, voice shaking with her attempts to keep the growl 
under control, “Are you alright? Did they hurt you?” 

Daphne opened her mouth to reply, but found her voice was all 
but gone, worn out by the Vocal Glyph. She nodded quickly and forced a 
smile that seemed to at least convince Megan that she wasn’t in any 
serious pain. 
The whole time, Garrett stood apart, watching the scene with detached 
interest. What were two strange girls to him? “Are you planning to stand 
around all night or are we going to make some progress?” the thief asked, 
ignoring the biting glare Megan tossed in his direction. 

Artemus sighed and carefully guided Megan to the other bed 
where she could sit without giving her the impression that he was telling 
her what to do. She seemed too distracted by both the Master Thief and 
Keeper Cyrus to notice much of what he did. “We are going to make 
progress, I hope. But that depends mostly on what you have to tell us. 
Keeper Cyrus, if you would be so kind—stay quiet.” 

“I’m in charge of this investigation!” Keeper Cyrus cried. “I will 
not have you taking it out from under me, Artemus, just because you 
have some- strange acquaintances who can at times be a powerful asset.” 

Megan tensed up, ready to jump to her feet, mouth already 
contorting for a string of insults, but Artemus spoke first and laid a gentle 
hand on her shoulder to keep her from rising. “If you want to learn 
anything at all, I suggest you remain quiet, Cyrus,” Artemus said. “I have 
no doubts Garrett could expel you from this room, and I doubt Miss 
Megan would have any problem helping him do that, though somehow I 
think he might be more gentle than she would be at this moment.” 

Keeper Cyrus closed his mouth against further protest and cast a 
glance that was for the first time slightly uncomfortable toward the 
Master Thief. Artemus nodded to Garrett, and the thief began. “I went to 
Old Quarter like the Hammerites wanted,” he said. “It took me longer 
than I anticipated to find the place they indicated. An old warehouse, they 
said. As though there aren’t hundreds of them in Old Quarter. The one I 
wanted was a crumbling old building not far from the docks. There were 
two Pagan graves in front of it. Shallow. Fresh. Unmarked. The 
cobblestones were shattered and loose there, didn’t take much effort to 
clear some dirt.” 

“You dug up the bodies?” Artemus asked, his voice tinted with 
disgust. 

“What else was I supposed to do? Pay my respects?” The Master 
Thief’s bitter voice cut into the silence. “I thought there was a possibility 
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whatever the Hammers wanted was buried with a corpse. It wouldn’t be 
the first time a Pagan relic was a piece of rotting flesh.” 

“And did you find what the Hammerites wanted?” 
“No, not there. But I did find something strange. Both corpses 

were missing pieces. One had no torso at all, and the other had no head.” 
“Some kind of punishment? Torture victims? Are you certain 

both were Pagan?” 
“I know a Pagan grave when I see one,” Garrett muttered. “Both 

were dressed in Pagan clothes, fingernails were long and cracked, 
toenails too. I don’t know any citizens that keep themselves in such a 
state of disrepair. Both had Pagan tattoos someplace on their rotting 
flesh. What caught my attention was this.” The thief reached into his 
cloak and pulled out a small pouch. He reached in and brought out a 
handful of dirt, but it wasn’t just dirt. In even the dim light of the room, 
Daphne could make out a faint glimmering, like someone had mixed a 
whole bunch of glitter into the dirt. “Conjuring dust,” the thief said. 
Artemus barely got a closer look before Garrett dumped the dirt back into 
the pouch and brushed the clinging dust off his gloved hands. “But that’s 
just the beginning. Inside the warehouse, where this thing the 
Hammerites wanted was supposed to be, there was nothing. Only a 
table.” 

“That’s all?” 
“The floor was splattered with dry blood, and the whole place 

smelled of rotting flesh. That wasn’t surprising, considering what I’d just 
dug up in the front. What I found even stranger than the graves and the 
state of the corpses was the table these men seem to have been executed 
on. Besides the whole thing being lightly dusted with the same stuff from 
the graves, there were a few particular patches on the surface where it 
seemed the wood of the table had absorbed some of the blood. Those 
patches were sprouting.” 

Artemus took a step back, his eyebrows crunched down. 
“Sprouting? As in, the table was sprouting new growths?” 

“One twig even had a few buds on it.” 
“How is that possible?” Keeper Cyrus had kept himself silent 

long enough and could no longer bare being kept outside the discussion. 
“A table doesn’t just sprout new branches!” 

“Most tables don’t, no,” the Master Thief replied. “But most 
tables aren’t used in Pagan rituals, either.” 

“Do you have any idea what this all means? What are the 
Hammerites looking for?” Artemus asked. 
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For a moment, Garrett stood silently as though deciding exactly 
how to say what was on his mind. “I think,” he said slowly, “we are not 
looking for a what, but a who.” 
 



127 

 

Chapter Twelve: 
In Which the Pagans Are Very Unpopular 
 

The Keepers were silent, and Megan couldn’t tell if they were 
waiting or stunned. She was just about to open her mouth when Cyrus 
asked the question they’d all formed in their minds. “A who? The 
Hammers are looking for a person?” 

The Master Thief cast a cool glance on the Keeper, though he 
spoke to Artemus. “The graves, the dust, and the sprouting table,” he 
began, sounding in no hurry whatsoever to appease anyone’s curiosity, 
“would suggest that the Pagans have resurrected someone. It at least 
explains the conjuring dust and the regeneration of life on the table.” 

“What about the graves?” Artemus asked. 
“Pagans like sacrifices.” The thief sounded bored. 
Cyrus seemed a little tempered by this information, and when he 

spoke he was cool and calm again. “How much conjuring dust did you 
find at the scene?” he asked. “Most pagan ceremonies only take a 
handful.” 

With his knife, the thief slit the pouch strings from his belt and 
tossed the bag full of dirt and dust to the Keeper. “There’s a lot more 
where that came from,” he muttered. “But you can get it yourself.” 

The voices which had gone silent from the related news were 
slowly returning, and the other Keepers began speaking in hushed tones 
to each other as Cyrus opened the drawstring of the sack and took a pinch 
of the dirt out to examine in the light. Artemus sighed. 

“Thank you, Garrett,” he said. “If you have no other information, 
you may go.” 

The thief’s upper lip curled. “I’ll go when I want. It seems to me 
that you Keepers are holding some information back from me, and I want 
to know what it is.” 

“We’re hiding nothing from you,” Keeper Cyrus growled. “We 
know only as much as you’ve told us, and that’s hardly anything. For the 
Builder’s sake, we’ve got some conjuring dust and a criminal who says 
he thinks the pagans have resurrected someone! What does any of that 
matter to us? How does it get us any closer to knowing what these-” He 
waved a haphazard hand toward Megan and Daphne. “-are doing here?” 

“Cyrus, don’t make this a battle,” Artemus said, his tone 
measured with just the right balance of calm and threat. Then turning to 
Megan for the first time since the discussion began, he said, “Do you 
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know anything more about this?” 
Frowning, she shook her head. So what if the pagans had 

resurrected someone? She didn’t see how that tied in to her and Daphne. 
But even if she did know something more, she wasn’t going to say a 
word while Keeper Cyrus was in the room. “I only know what you’ve 
told me,” she muttered, glaring at her hands in her lap. Daphne glanced 
over at her, perhaps surprised that she hadn’t mentioned Raife’s errand. 
I’m not going to feed him to the wolves, just because I’m mad at him, she 
thought, fighting the urge to frown deeper. He doesn’t need any more 
trouble than we’ve already given him. 

Artemus watched her carefully, his eyes scrutinizing her face for 
long enough that she glanced up at him, worried that he might have read 
more in her face than she intended. Keepers could do that sort of thing; 
she’d have to be more careful. 

“Where- are our- friends?” Daphne said suddenly, though she 
stumbled over the words as though each syllable gave her great pain. 

Artemus looked over at Cyrus, who seemed too interested in the 
dirt Garrett had brought back to be listening to anything said in the room. 
But after a moment of deliberate silence, he replied, “We left them where 
they were. We had no business with them.” 

“What about Jenivere?” Megan asked. “Is she alright?” 
Artemus’ face looked strained. “She’s fine, but we moved her to a 

more comfortable location to give birth. Miss Megan, I know Basso was 
one of your companions. You broke him out of jail, didn’t you?” 

At that moment, Megan remembered why she disliked Keepers so 
much. It wasn’t just Cyrus, it was all Keepers and deliberate, selective 
truths. It hadn’t been Cyrus who neglected to inform Garrett about 
Basso’s fatal situation, it had been Artemus. Why was she letting herself 
think of him as a friend, a rescuer? 

Her anger renewed, she shrugged his hand from her shoulder, 
glowering. “I had to do something. You were going to let him hang, even 
after his wife asked to you for help! You didn’t even mention to Garrett 
that he was in Pavelock.” 

“What would that have done?” the Master Thief asked from 
across the room. “I don’t have time to bail incompetents out of prison. I 
assume Artemus knew that, and didn’t bother annoying me with a 
request.” 

Megan jumped to her feet, and no amount of soothing words from 
Artemus could get her to stop from storming over to stand in front of the 
thief. “He’s your friend!” she yelled. “He’s helped you before, I know he 
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has! And you’re not above giving him help, or you would never have 
helped him run off with Jenivere in the first place!” 

The thief’s eyebrows lifted momentarily in surprise, but the look 
quickly melted into one of dark suspicion. “How do you know about 
that?” he asked, his voice very low, very grating. 

Had she been paying more attention, she might have realized he 
was growing steadily more irritated, and also more dangerous, but just 
imagining that he would leave Basso in jail to hang, for no reason than 
that he was too lazy to bother- She wanted to tear him apart. His 
glittering black eyes, his dark hair, the arrogant way he looked down his 
nose at her, there was something very familiar about it that boiled her 
blood. Give him ten, twenty years, she thought, and he’ll be just the same 
as his idolized Master Thief--if he manages to survive that long. He’ll 
hear you’re in trouble, and he’ll just vanish into the dark. He won’t have 
time for you. He won’t have time for anyone but himself. Let him get 
slaughtered by the pagans! He’d let the same happen to you. 

“I know about that,” she continued, barreling forward with the 
momentum that had built up around another subject not entirely related to 
the Master Thief, “because I’ve played you. I’ve been you. I know all 
your moves, all your tricks. I’ve been inside your head, and I’ve 
controlled you. How do I know about that? I know because I was the one 
who did it. Through you. Like a puppet.” 

The strike came out of nowhere like a solidified shadow and 
struck her hard across the face. As she fell, she heard Daphne yell, she 
heard Artemus shouting something, but all she could focus on was not 
letting her head strike the stone floor. Her hands caught her just in time, 
but everything else went reeling. The entire right side of her head felt on 
fire, and her eyes had a hard time focusing. Despite that, she was 
distinctly aware of the dark figure standing over her, his figure alone 
speaking to the superiority he held over her. She’d asked for it. She’d 
pushed the button specifically because she’d wanted a reaction, and she 
got one. 

“Don’t ever say that to me again,” the Master Thief snarled, and 
though he stood above her, the words sounded as though they had been 
spoken directly into her ear. Stinging, painful words to go with the 
bruised side of her face. 

“And what if I do?” she rasped back. 
“I’ll kill you,” the thief replied quietly. There was no doubt in her 

mind that he would. 
The anger that had fueled her temper was dying away quickly 
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under that cold shadow, and as much as she hated it, she began shaking. 
Whether from the blow or simply because every inch of her body was 
releasing the rage in a rush, leaving her empty and cold, she couldn’t tell; 
her face burned, the rest of her shook like bare branches exposed to a 
frigid winter gust. 

Someone had moved in beside her and was carefully lifting her 
from the ground. She thought it might be Artemus, so she yanked herself 
free of their grasp. The side of her lip was split; she could taste the blood 
now. She pressed her fingers against the cut to hold it closed, and sank 
onto the foot of the bed behind her. 

Something else was going on in the room, now, something not 
related to her confrontation with the Master Thief. The voices had started 
up with new vengeance, but her ears were still ringing and she couldn’t 
understand what was said. The gentle hand was on her shoulder again, 
but she forgot to shake it off. Just feeling something sturdy helped calm 
her trembling. Someone sat beside her, holding her other hand. She 
assumed that must be Daphne, but she still couldn’t quite tell. The thief 
hadn’t pulled his punch, even for a girl. She should have expected as 
much. There is no honor among thieves. 

Words came in clips and phrases, but none of them seemed to add 
up to anything with meaning. 

“-need some-” 
“-out by the-” 
“There…water by the-” 
“We shouldn’t have-” 
“-Enforcers are the-” 
“-one of our own!” 
People were moving about the room, leaving in a great hurry. The 

door opened and closed several times, and finally the room was almost 
bare of the unrecognizable voices that had gathered there earlier, perhaps 
under Cyrus’ request, perhaps out of apathetic curiosity. Megan felt the 
hand constricting around hers, felt someone speaking to her directly, but 
she wasn’t listening to that voice. The Master Thief was speaking again. 

“Do you think I care that someone killed a Keeper?” He sounded 
bored again, but she thought his voice was slightly more raspy than 
before. “I’ve got bigger things to do than track down someone you 
aggravated by your snooping.” 

“We hadn’t expected him to kill Pathnar,” Artemus replied. He 
sounded overly strained as well. “We only wanted to know where he was 
going. I had a feeling that he might have taken the job you declined for 
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the Pagans, and I don’t think I was wrong, especially now.” 
“Raife,” Megan muttered, thinking she had made the sound only 

in her head until Artemus’ voice replied. 
“Your other friend, the one who wasn’t in the warehouse with 

you,” he said. “Daphne said he had taken a job for the Pagans, isn’t that 
right? To steal the Eye from the Hammerites?” 

She shook her head. Damned if she was going to say another 
word. Something was wrong, and Raife had gotten himself into another 
mess, she was sure. Daphne’s voice hit her next, surprisingly close, 
though low and grating as though spoken through an incredibly sore 
throat. “He’s killed a Keeper, Megan,” she whispered. “They’re talking 
about sending the Enforcers after him.” 

“They’ll never catch him,” Megan replied, wishing her voice 
sounded more convincing. 

“We have to get out of here.” Daphne’s whisper was so soft, 
Megan wasn’t certain she hadn’t simply thought the words. “He’s really 
in trouble now.” 

“So what if he is?” Megan hissed back. Artemus’ hand had 
slipped away from her shoulder and her vision was clearing. The majority 
of the Keepers had already left, and the Master Thief had slipped away 
undetected as usual, but Artemus and Cyrus, plus one or two others, 
stood off in the far corner, speaking quickly and quietly amongst 
themselves. 

“The Eye and a resurrection,” Cyrus was saying. “If this applies 
to the Pagan prophecy, we could have a real problem on our hands.” 

“And just how do the girls fit into this? What does it mean?” 
Artemus lowered his voice even more with a quick glance over at where 
she and Daphne sat. Just seeing Artemus conspiring with Cyrus made her 
blood run hot again, though she lacked the energy to work herself up into 
a true, burning temper again. All the Keepers were the same. Every one 
of them had their own private agenda; if Artemus seemed kind in 
comparison to Cyrus, it was only because gentle words and a smile 
helped him achieve his goals as quickly as possible. Perhaps Cyrus didn’t 
need to fake kindness to get his work done, he certainly seemed coldly 
efficient. 

“I don’t know what it is that makes you dislike Raife so much that 
would make you so angry that you won’t even consider helping him,” 
Daphne said, drawing her attention back, “but you know as well as I do 
that the Eye is bad news. It’s always been bad for the thief who steals it.” 

“It’s not what I dislike about him,” Megan muttered, hanging her 
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head. “Besides, what could we do? We don’t even know where he went. 
We’d probably just get in his way.” 

“He’s our friend, Meg. The Keepers seem to know a fair amount 
about this situation. Maybe with a little- eh- thief-like snooping we can 
figure out what we need to know. We have to try.” 

“And get him killed in the process? Lead the Enforcers straight to 
him?” 

“Those Enforcers will find him sooner or later. He’ll have a better 
chance if we’re all watching out for each other. Besides, the Hammers 
and the Keepers aren’t exactly bosom buddies. It’s pretty well know the 
Keepers do their own thing, regardless of religious correctness.” 

Megan’s vision had cleared to normal, now, and she glanced up at 
Daphne’s face. Her friend was stern, convinced that they needed to do 
this, but all she could think of was the thief’s last words before he left. 
He may not have realized she heard what he said to Basso, but she had. 
Every syllable of it. And every one of them twisted in her stomach, now. 
Once you and your wife get on that boat, make sure those two are on the 
docks behind you. Get away while you can. 

“He doesn’t want us hanging around him,” she muttered. “We’ve 
all got our own business, now.” 

“And what’s our business?” Daphne’s face had contorted into 
actual anger, an expression Megan rarely, if ever, saw from her. “What is 
this important business? As far as I can tell, we’ve only gotten more 
confused about what we’re doing here. We might have been able to ask 
Garrett for some advice, but you’ve successfully burned that bridge, 
thanks a lot. The only thing we can do is decipher what all is going on. 
You said yourself that all of this is related, and the Keepers seem to think 
so, too. Let’s start by keeping Raife from getting slaughtered by 
Enforcers; which again, is our fault. He would never have been mixed up 
with the Keepers if he hadn’t gotten tangled up with us. We owe it to 
him. Again.” 

“He doesn’t want our help,” Megan snapped. “He wants us to 
leave him alone.” 

“Well, that sucks for him, doesn’t it?” Daphne hissed, standing 
up. “Because I’m going to help him anyway, and I’m taking you with me. 
We got separated once, I’m not going to let us be separated again. 
Besides, he always says he doesn’t want us around, but he’s the one who 
won’t leave until you drive him off with all your bickering.” 

Megan paled. “I didn’t drive him away. He wanted to go. I just let 
him.” 
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Daphne lifted an eyebrow and glanced over at the group of 
Keepers. “I’m finding a way out of here the moment they leave. Are you 
coming or do I have to assume you want to cooperate with them in their 
plans?” 

Both looked over at the Keepers, who were too absorbed with 
each other’s discourse to pay much attention to two girls. Artemus was 
frowning and Cyrus looked pleased. That was definitely not good. 

“Fine,” Megan whispered, “but if Raife starts whining at me and 
saying I’m following him around like a puppy, you step in and clarify 
that this was all your idea.” 

Daphne’s serious face melted briefly. “Good.” 
 
 

The seas had gotten wild the moment the ship left the bay. Night 
had fallen hard and a cold rain drizzled down on the dark, hunched figure 
at the bow. His face was pinched against the squall, but his eyes stayed 
pinned on the bobbing lights now not far ahead. They were close enough 
that he could see shadows crossing in front of the windows, shadows he 
knew carried enormous three foot metal mallets, specially made for 
crushing the heads of inexperienced thieves. Luckily I’m not 
inexperienced, he thought as a splash of foam hit him in the face. The 
shape of Northermeed Island blurred momentarily until he used the inside 
of his cloak to clear the saltwater from his eyes. 

The anxiety which had begun back at the docks while the dark 
body of the Keeper sank down below the moored ships had intensified as 
he drew closer to his destination. How hard would it be for them to track 
him down? How long would it be until they knew? They could know 
already. 

He glanced back toward the stern of the boat, straining his eyes 
for a sign of a ship following them. What would it feel like to be killed 
by Enforcers? Painful, yes, excruciating even, but more than that: what 
would it feel like to die? He wanted to think confident thoughts, that 
they’d never track him down, that he was far too intelligent to be caught 
off guard, but all the words seemed hollow and faded quickly from his 
mind. 

“We’re going to pull around the rear of the island,” the captain 
shouted over the grumbling of the storm. “Hold tight. The rocks back 
there stir up some pretty mean waves and riptides. I’ll drop you off as 
close to the shore as I can, but you’ll have to get your feet wet.” 

“Great,” the thief muttered, hunching into himself even more as 
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the cathedral windows slowly shifted from dead ahead to off on the left. 
The waves grew choppier and splashed readily over the railing, making 
the thief’s scowl darken. At least I’ll already be soaked by the time I 
jump in. 

The boat edged around, its pace slowing as it grew closer to the 
rear of the island. The thief gripped the side to keep his footing as the 
boat pitched over the waves. This back half was deeply dark, no windows 
looked out on this side. It was probably the best place to land, but at the 
same time, the thief wished he’d had more say in his starting location. 
The front may be better lit, and thus more dangerous, but that also meant 
he could see better himself, allowing for more stealth and swifter entry. 
The back was generally safer, but only once he got onto the shore, which 
was still a good twenty feet away across frothing waves and dragging 
tides. He’d be exhausted by the time he set foot on land, and that was 
always a bad way to begin a campaign. 

“This is it! Come here a minute!” The captain’s voice, though he 
yelled, barely made it up to the bow of the boat. The thief hurried back to 
the helm. “This is the map I was supposed to deliver to you upon arrival,” 
he said, handing over a rolled parchment. “I have some instructions for 
you as well, from the Pagans.” 

“And those are?” 
“On no account should you be seen while inside. This is the most 

fortified base the Hammerites have, and they will lock down the minute 
they sense something is wrong. Second, which also plays into the same 
theme, don’t kill anyone.” 

“What?” The thief leaned forward. “How am I supposed to get in 
there if I can’t kill anyone?” 

“They’ve got a lot at stake and don’t want their cover blown 
before they’re ready. Anything that seems out of place or suspicious to 
the Hammers will trigger an expansive investigation, and you’ll never get 
out again, much less get whatever it is the Pagans want. Of course, this 
means you also can’t disable anyone. Any vacant guard post is certain to 
set off concern.” 

“This is suicide!” 
“Maybe so, but that’s your business, not mine. Lastly, I’m not 

hired to give you a ride back. You’ll have to find some other means of 
getting off the island undetected.” 

Raife gaped at the captain. “How do they expect me to do all 
this?” he demanded. 

The captain shrugged. “As a professional thief, I’m sure you’ll be 
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able to find a way.” It was obvious the man was enjoying his role as the 
carrier of bad news. “You’d better get going. I need to get back into port 
before this storm becomes worse.” 

“I don’t believe this,” the thief muttered, wrapping the map up in 
an oil cloth to keep it from disintegrating while he swam to shore. He 
repeated the sentiment multiple times as he moved to the railing, stared 
down into the black, frigid water snarling at him, and finally, with a 
grunt, jumped in. 

It was colder than he thought it would be, and almost immediately 
the air rushed out of his lungs. When he broke the surface, everything 
around him was pitch black. Only the creaking of the boat behind him 
told him which way to swim. Wave after wave slapped him in the face, 
and more than once the thought of dangerous creatures lurking beneath 
him in these dark, angry waters spurred him toward the rocky shore with 
extra vigor. Once or twice he felt his hand jam into a slippery, algae 
covered rock, and by the time he dragged himself halfway out of the 
water onto the shore, he felt like he had already run into a troop of 
Hammerites and their mallets. With a choking groan, he rolled onto his 
back and stared up at the top of Haverham Cathedral, which from this 
side was only distinguishable as a dark, looming mass of shadow. The 
creaking of the boat was now far off, barely audible. A few moments 
later, it faded entirely, and he was certain there was no chance of retreat. 

It took some time, but at last he regained some strength, and 
pushed himself to his feet. He stood, contemplating his next move as he 
searched his pockets. First things first, he thought, pulling out the map. 
Making plans without looking at the map is something those girls would 
do. The map had escaped serious damage, but here and there the 
saltwater had gotten through and soaked patches, leaving the rest rather 
damp. Still, it was readable, save for running ink in a few selected spots, 
but from what he could tell, those spots weren’t terribly important to his 
plans, anyway. 

Now, taking a much closer look at the map, he began to plot his 
entrance. There were several ways to enter the cathedral, though only one 
would provide cover from patrolling sentries. This was a secret door on 
the western side of the building, not far from where he stood now, and if 
he could find it in the dark, it would allow him perfect, unnoticed access 
to the inner corridors. Of course, this entrance was also farthest from his 
ultimate location: the secret passages inside the walls. If he went in 
through the hidden doorway, it would dump him out in a very large, very 
well lit hallway. There may be no guards outside of it, but inside there 
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was no guarantee he wouldn’t walk right into a patrol or an acolyte group 
heading to some religious service. 

There was, of course, another entrance, which though a little 
better guarded, would lead him directly to the secret halls via a series of 
caves under the cathedral. The trick was slipping past the guards who 
stood at the opening of the caves, making sure that people just like him 
didn’t get inside. And not being able to kill or knock them out was 
certainly going to make things more difficult. 

If they see me, he thought, I’m taking them out. I don’t care what 
those damned pagans have to say about it: it’s my skin. He knew the 
Enforcers would probably pick him up once he got back to the mainland, 
but he wanted to at least live until then. 

This entrance settled upon, he crept along the wall toward the east 
side of the cathedral which was not quite so poorly lit. A giant rose 
window opened up on this side, the stained glass projecting an image of a 
sturdy hammer surrounded by holy oranges, reds, and yellows onto the 
rocky ground outside. The thief couldn’t hear anything inside, but he had 
no doubts that through the wall, there were a good number of hammerites 
on bended knee, paying their respects to the Builder. Pious behavior 
always put them in a particularly zealous mood for squelching 
unbelievers. That would be very bad for him, and he seriously began to 
doubt his desire to complete this task. Two sacks of pagan gems? For 
this? It hardly seemed a worthy price, now. 

The opening to the caves wasn’t far from sea level; the map had a 
note on the side that said these caves were only accessible when the tides 
were low, and there wasn’t any need for guards when the tide was up. 
Raife glanced up at the overcast sky and wished the moon were visible. 
From that, he might be able to tell if now was a good time to risk going 
down; if the tide was half in, the guards might abandon their posts for the 
night and he could slip by, wet but undetected. 

A cold gust plucked at his soaked cloak as he slipped it off his 
shoulders and balled it up behind a rock. A cloak would be little useful 
inside; his clothes were dark enough to suit his shadow-blending needs. 
The extra cloth would only hinder his movements particularly in water, 
and he wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible. With a quick run 
of his hand, he double checked all the knives he carried to make sure he 
hadn’t lost one while swimming over. He hadn’t, and as far as he could 
tell, he was as ready as he’d ever be to penetrate the cathedral’s defenses. 
Here goes nothing. 

He stalked forward, creeping on hands and feet to the lip of the 
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cave, where he laid down and listened. Inside, he could hear the water 
filtering in, probably about knee deep, now, but filling quickly. There 
didn’t seem to be any sound to hint at the presence of guards or even 
torches, which at least was one lucky break. He lowered himself down 
into the darkest shadows, the cold water rushing past his knees once 
again, and waited there for a long time to make sure the minimal sound 
of his splash hadn’t alerted any unseen guards. At last convinced that he 
was truly alone, he slogged forward, the water steadily rising from knee 
to thy to waist to chest, until he had to swim toward the back of the cave. 
In the dark, he couldn’t tell if he was making any progress, and 
occasionally a large wave rolled in behind him, sending a wall of foam 
and ice water rushing over his head. 

He pushed on until his arm collided suddenly with the back of the 
cave. He cursed and treaded water while he cradled his throbbing hand 
and wrist, and when most of the immediate pain had subsided—numbed, 
probably, by the freezing water—he reached out and felt along the wall 
for an opening. There was none. As far as he could tell, both reaching as 
far as he could below the surface of the water and above it, there was 
nothing more to find.  The back of the tunnel was flat and impenetrable. 
Now, cursing more from his bad luck and a possible misreading of the 
map, he turned back the way he came and swam toward what he thought 
was the exit. But that, it turned out, was only another dead end. This 
time, he could feel where the opening was: a good three feet under water. 
He had come in by that way and the water had swiftly risen behind him, 
locking him into a tiny air pocket inside the cave. 

“Well, at least there’s some air,” he said aloud to the dark cave. 
But even after venting some of his frustration through his tone of voice, 
the statement offered little consolation. 
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Chapter Thirteen: 
In Which Everyone Needs to Escape 
 

There were no windows in the Keeper Compound, at least in the 
room Megan and Daphne were housed—a room decorated with beautiful 
rugs, pictures, bookshelves, a desk, and beds, all just to keep it from 
looking like a cell. But that's what it was. A cell. A place to hide away 
prisoners where they had no chance of communication with the outside 
world where an accomplice might be waiting in the shadows to help 
engineer an escape. The Keepers had learned from their previous mistake 
at underestimating their prisoner: the door glyph was gone. The secret 
panel opened only to a blank stone wall. 

At first, it had made Megan angry to find her first plan of escape 
so efficiently blocked, but only because in deciding to break out, she had 
hoped they would escape before she had time to reconsider her 
agreement to it. That hadn't happened, and after a few frustrated words 
under her breath about the kind of men the Keepers really were, she 
succumbed to the tangled thoughts in her mind and sat brooding silently 
at the end of her bed, glaring at the stone walls that held her inside. 
Daphne was asleep on the other bed. Even after they'd decided to break 
free, she had still been too exhausted from the glyph the Keepers had 
used on her to make any useful escape attempt. So now, she slept to 
regain her strength, and Megan listened to her friend's rasping breaths, 
allowing their consistency to sooth and numb her mind. 

After a while, her own brooding made her feel sick to her 
stomach and she was tired of listening to herself whine in her head. She 
had never been a whiner before, and the thought that she was turning into 
one made her temper flare just enough to make her determined not to stay 
in the Compound any longer than she absolutely had to. At first, she had 
hoped the bookshelves would provide some information that could be 
useful—she suspected that the Keepers did not normally keep people in 
this room who were also capable of using glyphs, and thought one of the 
tomes might contain a hint as to how to make a glyph—but she found 
nothing but a few text books about the history of the city. She pushed the 
books back onto the shelf with force, calmed a little by the heavy thump 
of their hard covers on the wood. 

She moved over to the desk, finding there only quills and paper 
for writing. She turned the blank sheets over in her hands and sighed, 
glancing back at Daphne who had slept through the thumping of books. 
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But then, Daphne had always been an extraordinarily heavy sleeper. 
What had she said earlier? We might have been able to ask Garrett for 
some advice, but you’ve successfully burned that bridge, thanks a lot. 

Megan shook her head. "I highly doubt Garrett is the type to 
accept an apology note," she said to herself aloud. 

What a mess. Everything was going wrong, and it was mainly her 
fault. They had been at her house when the game went weird and they 
found themselves in the game. She had let Daphne go off on her own to 
find health potions, and they'd been separated for what felt like years. 
She had successfully managed to say just the wrong things and make the 
Master Thief first just suspicious of them, and now openly hostile. Raife 
hated her. Basso had depended on her, and she hadn't been able to do 
anything for him. If Raife hadn't been there to help her break Basso out 
of jail, both she and the lock-pick would have been skewered meat on 
Pavelock swords. And now, Raife had not only taken a job that would get 
him all tangled up with the Pagans and who knows what kind of 
conspiracy that would probably lead to his death, but now—because of 
her—the Keepers were after him for killing one of their own. 

And yet, she was tired of taking the blame for everything. If it 
was all her fault, then so be it. She had killed someone here; that made 
her a criminal in this city regardless of whether or not she felt bad about 
it. There was nothing she could do about that. 

With a frown, she picked up the quill and laid out a sheet of paper 
in front of her. It may do no good at all, she couldn't imagine it would 
make an impression on him, but she could at least try. 
 

To Garrett, Master Thief, 
 
You have every right to hate me, I've given you no 
reason to feel otherwise, and I accept that fully. I 
am not writing this to beg you to forgive me. But 
please don't hold this against my friend Daphne. She 
has never done anything to warrant your scorn except 
hang around with me. She wanted to ask for your 
advice, but I'm afraid I've made it impossible for you 
to consider even that. 
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What I said to you was said in anger. The Keepers 
have been using us all, and I wanted to lash out at 
one of them, but I lashed out at you instead. I'm 
not sorry about that, though. If I've given you no 
reason to like me, you have certainly given me every 
reason to dislike you. I accept this, and I can't 
imagine you wouldn't. If working with me is against 
your principles, I only ask that you consider 
speaking with Daphne. We both know you have things 
you'd rather do, but if nothing less, speaking with 
her will get us both off your back. Not that you 
necessarily need any help to keep us away from you, 
but that's not the point. The point is, Daphne would 
like your help, and I don't want to be the reason you 
won't speak with her. We all know you're the best 
thief around, and know more than just about 
everyone—except the Keepers, but you know how 
much they revere their secrecy. 
 
That's all I wanted to say. 
 
Megan Johnson 

 
For a long time, Megan stared at the sheet of paper and scowled. 

What good would this do? With a roll of her eyes at her own foolishness 
for even thinking a note could convince Garrett to do anything he didn't 
want to do, she folded up the sheet and tucked it into her shirt, feeling the 
wasted time acutely. 

Over on the bed, Daphne stirred and yawned. "Megan?" 
"I'm right here," Megan said, getting up from the desk and 

moving over to her friend's bed. "How are you feeling now?" 
"Oh, a lot better, but I'm starving." Daphne sat up; she did look a 

lot more alive, now. The ashen paleness of exhaustion was gone, and her 
eyes seemed to actually see things, now, instead of just looking around 



141 

 

blankly. "Are they planning to starve us to death in order to keep us from 
escaping?" 

"I wouldn't put that past them," Megan replied, casting a 
withering glare at the locked door. "The glyph is gone, so we can get out 
that way. And neither of us know how to make a glyph, only how to use 
them. There aren't any windows. There aren't—as far as I know—any 
other secret passages in this place." She shook her head and crossed her 
arms. "No, they've got us pretty stuck. The only way in and out is through 
that door." 

"And it's locked?" 
"Of course." 
"Drat." Daphne frowned. "All right, so we've got ourselves into 

quite a predicament. If we were just playing the game, what would we 
do?" 

"Most likely try to break through the door, which would end up 
being useless, or we would get through the door and the guard at the end 
of the hall would see us and lock us right back in here before we could so 
much as step over the threshold." 

"Well, those are obviously out. One, we don't have swords. Two, 
we wouldn't necessarily know how to use them even if we had them. 
Three, I've had enough glyphs put on me for one day. I'd really rather 
avoid being under another one." 

"Agreed," Megan said. "So what do we do?" 
"What about making a fuss? Calling the guard for help, because 

one of us has collapsed to the ground and needs medical attention? 
Artemus doesn't seem to want us dead, does he? Cyrus may not care, but 
Artemus seems to have a little more say in the matter. Then when the 
guard comes in, you hit him over the head with one of those heavy 
looking tomes and we make a break for it." 

Megan frowned as she thought. "I suppose. We'll probably be 
caught, but it's the only idea that seems to have even a remote chance of 
getting us out of here." She shrugged and then half smiled. "So, are you 
going to play invalid or am I?" 

"I'm probably the one they'd believe was actually at risk," Daphne 
said. "I'll collapse on the floor. Besides, worst come to worst, we can 
always claim I collapsed from hunger. Maybe that'll get us fed. I can 
think better on a full stomach." 

"Me too. Alright. Let's get this started!" 
Daphne moved over to stand in the middle of the floor, and after a 

shared nod to get things underway, she let out a short, shrill cry and 
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collapsed in a heap on the rug. It wasn't hard to pretend that it was real; if 
she hadn't known it was planned, Megan would have completely believed 
that her friend had just died. She ran to the door and jiggled the handle. 
Of course, it didn't give, but for an effective portrayal of panic, it seemed 
to fit. Then, yelling, she hammered her fists on the door. 

"Artemus!" she shouted, proud of her convincing tone. "Artemus! 
Someone! Daphne's sick! I can't get her to wake up! Please! Anyone!" 

Almost immediately, there were footsteps in the outer hallway 
and the scraping of a key in the lock. But instead of the door opening all 
the way, the Keeper guard only cracked it enough to peer into the room. 
"What's the problem?" he asked. 

"My friend-" Megan gasped. "She just- she fell, and I tried to help 
her up, but she's unconscious! I think she's really sick! Please, please, 
help her!" 

"All right. Just wait there." Then the door closed, the key turned, 
and the footsteps receded down the hallway. 

Megan waited at the door, listening. The blood thundered in her 
ears and she couldn't ever be sure if someone was approaching or not. 
Once or twice, she glanced back at Daphne, who still lay as limp as 
death. The invalid opened her eyes only once to mouth the words, 
"Well?" to which Megan shrugged her shoulders and strained for any 
sign that someone was coming. 

"Shows you how much they care about our welfare," Megan 
muttered under her breath, but just as the last word escaped her lips, she 
heard approaching footsteps. 

Three people, maybe? She couldn't be sure. The key turned in the 
lock again, and the door opened fully this time, admitting Artemus, the 
guard, and a small acolyte into the room. Artemus immediately went to 
Daphne's side, and glanced over his shoulder at Megan. For a moment, 
she was almost convinced by the concern in his face. 

"What happened?" he asked. "Was she just standing, or was she 
upset?" 

Megan wanted to say, "Of course she was upset! You've locked 
us up, you've allowed her to be put under a life-threatening glyph, and 
you don't care about our safety one bit!" But instead, she managed to 
bring tears to her eyes as she shook her head, hands pressed over her 
mouth. "I don't know," she whispered. "She was fine a moment ago, and 
then- then-" 

"It's alright, Megan," Artemus said in his calm voice. "Gwyth, 
come help me move her to the bed. Otto, stand by the door please." The 
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guard moved over to help lift Daphne onto the closest bed, and Megan 
slipped over to the bookshelf. Her heart hammered in her chest and made 
her hand shake as she pulled out one of the largest books on the shelf as 
silently as she could. They had hoped for only one grown Keeper, but 
two? 

Artemus was bent over Daphne, taking her pulse, and the guard 
stood with his back to the door so that he couldn't see Megan stepping up 
behind him, the book raised over her head. Right when the acolyte saw 
what she was about to do and let out a cry of surprise, she brought the 
makeshift blackjack down on the guard's head with a heavy thump. He 
crumpled where he stood and collapsed to the floor. Artemus' head shot 
up, his face still too calm to have realized what had happened before 
Daphne grabbed him around the neck and pulled him down, giving 
Megan just enough time to deck him across the back of the skull. It was 
enough. The Keeper sank from the bed to the floor and lay unconscious. 
Daphne shot to her feet, pale and gasping for breath. 

"We have to get out of here," Megan said, tossing the book onto 
the other bed. Adrenaline rushed through her bloodstream, and for the 
first time in a long while, she felt strong and in control again. Daphne 
nodded, and the two of them turned to the door. The acolyte stood staring 
at them, mouth open, shocked, and looking very small and vulnerable. He 
wasn't going to offer any resistance, and Megan moved toward him. 

"Go over there," she said, pointing at the far corner of the room. 
"Say nothing. Don't try to run, I will catch you, and I will hurt you." 

The acolyte only stared at her, and then slowly, his expression 
changed from slack-jawed to a grin. "It's you," he said. Megan paused 
and looked at the boy. 

"Who?" she asked. 
"You. Where's your thief pal?" the kid asked. "You can tell him 

my parents noticed the missing candlesticks." His stiff posture faded 
quickly, and he tilted his head as he looked at her. "I think I liked the first 
dress you wore, to be honest," he said. "But I guess as a thief, you'd need 
a more versatile wardrobe." 

Megan stared at him, and slowly, recognition dawned on her. 
"Otto," she said. "How's your dad?" 

The son of the guard Paxton lowered his gaze to the floor. "He's 
dead." 
 
 

"Two options," the thief gasped as another wave slapped him in 
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the face. Somehow, despite the salty brine filling his mouth and drying 
out his lips, speaking aloud made Raife feel like something concrete was 
being accomplished. His arms ached from the freezing water and the 
continual effort of keeping his head above the surface. His legs were 
numb, lead anchors beneath him, and the strain of fighting against their 
weight was quickly wearing him down. Talking was the only thing that 
seemed to keep him calm, and that inevitably lead to large amounts of 
inhaled sea water and coughing fits that threatened to drown him. But it 
was something to do besides letting his mind focus entirely on the dark 
depths all around him, or on the quickly thickening air, or on the 
Enforcers searching for him. Maybe it would be better to drown here. 

The thief, in a burst of desperate anger, struck at the water 
surrounding him with a yell. "I'm not going to die here!" He spat out the 
water that flooded into his mouth and gasped for air. "I'm a professional 
thief!" he shouted into the muffled dark. "A professional thief does not 
die like this!" 

Another wash of waves splashed into his eyes. The salt burned, 
but there was nothing dry to wipe his face with. A long, hot string of 
curses did little to evaporate the water from his face. For a moment, he 
tried to float on his back again, but his limbs were too numb to make the 
adjustments needed to keep him on the surface. He'd never been all that 
good at leisure swimming anyway. 

"Two options," he choked. "Dive down and try to find that hole, if 
this is the right cave. OR try fighting the current out." He tried to breathe 
deeply, to fill his already aching lungs with the stuffy air. He knew he 
was too tired to do the latter option. Even thinking about all the work that 
would be required to propel him through the mouth of the cave and out 
into the even fiercer shore breakers was sapping him of energy. But the 
first was suicidal if this was the wrong cave. "It's not the wrong cave. It 
can't be the wrong cave. I'm a professional. Only an amateur would pick 
the wrong cave. Only an amateur would get themselves drowned because 
of one stupid mistake!" For a moment, he felt stronger, prouder, and 
found treading in place a little easier. He was just about to declare a 
second wind when the brief spike slipped away, leaving him more 
exhausted than before. Now, it was all he could to do push his face out of 
the water long enough to grab a gasp of air. No more talking. He had to 
act, or drown. 

One option, but it was practically a concession to drown. He 
wasn't ready to take that last breath yet. Not yet. Not now. Not here. 
Desperately, he tried to dredge up every single thought that could make 
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him angry enough to keep fighting. The stupid girls were always a good 
place to start, and for a few minutes, their blundering way of making his 
life a living hell did get him a few more gulps of air, but not for as long 
as he thought. He stopped himself from thinking about them before his 
mind took any unwanted turns. They were useless. No point wasting his 
last thoughts on them. Instead, he moved onto the Keepers. Who did they 
think they were to judge everyone and poke their noses into everyone's 
business? Why couldn't they just leave him alone? What had he ever 
done to them before that would warrant them wanting to speak with him? 
It was their fault the one Keeper was laying at the bottom of the harbor, 
but they wouldn't take the fall for it. He had to take the fall for it. They 
would kill him, even if he got out of here. 

But no matter how hard he tried to dig up some real, explosive 
rage, he found himself sinking lower and lower between breaths. His 
mind was willing, but his body was already starting to give in. I am not 
an amateur, he thought, though even in his head, he sounded like he was 
trying to convince himself. Will anyone even know or care that I'm gone? 
Is this all it comes down to? One mistake? He sank. His lungs burned, 
already starved for air, and even against his will water started to come up 
his nose, in through the sides of his mouth; his body rebelled against him, 
no matter how hard he fought to stay alive. It can't end like this. Already 
he could feel his mind racing, panicking; to panic was certain death, but 
there was nothing he could do. He opened his eyes under water, fully 
aware that this was his last conscious movement in life. The salt water 
burned, but it felt good. Pain meant he was still alive. 

But then, he could see himself sinking. Not from outside his body 
like a spirit, but actually see himself going lower and lower: through the 
water, he could see an arch in the stone. There was pale light through it. 
Move toward the light? He didn't care, he forced his limbs to pull him 
through the arch and suddenly, the cave floor curved upward beneath his 
feet, growing shallow with each stroke that moved him forward. 

His head broke the surface and he gasped and sputtered, coughing 
out the water from his lungs, flailing to keep afloat. There was light all 
around him. The air was warm, but not stuffy. His vision was too blurred 
to see anything as his eyes teared up, trying to wash out the saltwater. He 
struggled blindly forward until he felt the ground beneath his hands and 
knees. Crawling another few feet, he collapsed, his head on dry, flat rock 
while the rest of him was still submerged in the shallows. The waves 
lapped at his sides, feeling like smooth, damp fingertips stroking his 
aching muscles. His mind drifted, and he could almost imagine a figure 
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of cool water crouching beside him, rubbing her hands over his back, 
along his ribs. Her wispy voice speaking some strange, sea language into 
his ear. With a sigh, he dropped into unconsciousness. 

How long he lay there, he couldn't be sure, but when he awoke, 
his muscles were tight and cold, and it was extremely painful to drag 
himself up on the stone and out of the water. He shifted and sat up and 
surveyed his surroundings. It was with an almost giddy rush that he 
realized he was looking at a small cave with a wooden door and a 
smoldering torch. His bark of laugher didn't echo; the room was too 
small. 

"I was right!" he said. "I knew it!" He nodded his head as his eyes 
greedily searched the whole space, and while he knew he was grinning 
like a fool, he didn't care. He was right. "I'm no amateur. No sir. I'm a 
professional thief. Garrett himself couldn't have found this place. That old 
dog better just watch it. I'll be taking over his place one of these days." 
Just hearing his own raspy voice made him laugh, and once he started, he 
couldn't stop. Soon he was slumped over on himself roaring with 
laughter. His sides burned and his lungs didn't seem capable of filling up 
with air, but the laughter possessed him. 

When he could finally move, he climbed slowly to his unsteady 
feet and stumbled up the stone incline to the door, gripping his knotted 
side, and forcing down the unstoppable chuckles. He pushed open the 
door with relative ease, wiping the tears of laughter from his face as he 
stepped into the tunnel. 

A roar of recognition jerked him out of his reverie, and before he 
had taken so much as two strides, a rotting creature stormed toward him, 
swiping at him with bloody hands. The thief let out a cry of shock and 
leapt backward as the zombie barreled down on him. His hand landed on 
the first thing at his belt, which was luckily a flash bomb. He flung it on 
the ground and heard it snap, and then he couldn't see a thing. The 
zombie growled, and the thief bolted past, racing down the now empty 
tunnel, taking any turn that came up in the hopes of shaking any maggot 
infested pursuer. 

It was only when he could hear nothing but his own footsteps that 
Raife slowed his pace and finally stopped, gasping for air and feeling the 
cramp in his side with renewed respect for the pain it caused him. His 
legs shook until he sat down on the ground and leaned his head on his 
knees, trying to slow his racing heart and get enough air into his lungs. 

The silence of the tunnels calmed him quicker than his own 
efforts, and finally, he pulled out the map, still wrapped in the oil cloth, 
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but now only barely decipherable. The ink had run in many more spots 
now, though the general shapes of rooms was still readable. Here and 
there, he could pick out the fainter lines of the secret passages, but never 
enough to know where they opened or closed. He'd have to pick up a new 
map once he got into the cathedral, but even that would do him little 
good; only the pagan map had the secret passages marked on it. 

"This is the worst job I've ever taken," Raife muttered to himself. 
"An island out in the middle of nowhere. Hammers. Dead Keepers. 
Zombies. Practically getting myself drowned. When I get out of here — 
alive — those pagans are going to be paying me a lot more than two bags 
of their stupid gems." He scoffed and forced himself up to his feet. "Five 
bags wouldn't be enough," he said as he started down the tunnel. "Ten 
would be barely tolerable. Twelve, maybe. Fifteen? Now we're getting 
somewhere." He glanced down at the map, sighed, and slicked back the 
strands of hair that had fallen down across his brow. "Well. Here goes 
nothing." 
 
 

It was as if the moment Otto spoke, every word Megan had in her 
possession suddenly flew down the hall and disappeared into the Keeper 
Compound's darkest corners. When he had gotten it out of Daphne that 
they were looking for information Artemus might have, he immediately 
set off down the hallway, determined to show them to his private quarters 
where they could look in his daily log of Keeper business. At first, 
Daphne hadn't been sure if they should trust the kid, but when she voiced 
her concern to Megan under her breath, the boy heard. 

"You can trust me," Otto said as he led them up a back staircase. 
"I know about you people, how you're thieves and villains. I like that 
about you. It's more interesting than being here. All the Keepers want is 
freshly stocked paper and ink, and all I ever learn is math and letters." 
His little face darkened. "I know why I'm really here. My mum needs to 
go out and work, and she can't have me at home by myself all day, so she 
gave me to the Keepers. She said it would be better for me until she got 
onto her own feet again." 

Megan hadn't been able to say a word, but finally, she said, "Otto, 
you should go back and try to rouse Artemus. I don't want you to get in 
trouble for us." 

"I won't get in trouble," the boy said. "I don't intend to hang 
around long enough. I'm going with you." 

Megan immediately stopped walking, and the boy turned around, 
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his face calm as a poker player's. "No," she said. "Absolutely not. You're 
only a boy, and it'll be dangerous." 

"I'm not only a boy," Otto replied. "And I'm coming with you 
whether you say I can or not, so why argue the point?" 

"I won't let you." 
"You can't stop me." 
"Can we please keep moving?" Daphne asked, her eyes jumping 

nervously from the top of the stairs to the bottom. "If the Keepers catch 
us now, we'll be under glyphs for a long time, and there won't be any 
going anywhere. I'd like to avoid that, if we could." 

The boy looked at her blankly and then shrugged, beginning to 
lead them back up the stairs again. "I'm helping you get the information 
you need, so you have to let me come with you. It's only fair." 

Megan was grinding her teeth, Daphne—who was closer—could 
hear it. "You're not coming, Otto. If that means you won't help us get the 
information, then fine. We'll manage without." 

"I'm sorry, did you say something?" the boy asked, putting up a 
hand to his ear as he pretended to listen. "I thought I already said you 
couldn't stop me. So it's a win-win situation for me. It's only you who 
will lose out by not getting the information. Besides, I know the best way 
out of this place, and you don't." 

"Oh yeah?" Megan replied. "Forget this, Daphne, let's ditch him 
and get out of here." 

"Oh, come on, Meg," Daphne said, almost laughing. "He's just a 
kid." 

"Yeah," the kid mimicked, "I'm just a kid." 
"You are not just a kid. You're a brat, and you know it." 
Otto grinned over his scrawny shoulder at her and chuckled. 

"Yeah, I know." 
They reached the top of the stairs and Otto led them down a 

narrow hallway to a door at the far end. There, he placed his hand on the 
lock and a glyph appeared. He swung the door open and led them into a 
finely decorated room. To everything else in the plush room, he paid no 
attention; he made a beeline for the writing table and the red-bound book 
that sat on the desk. 

"Here it is," he said, flipping it open to the latest entry. "While 
you get the information you need, I'll go get some food and some 
supplies for us." 

"Won't someone know you've taken things from the kitchen?" 
Daphne asked, eyeing the kid as if to see what his intentions were. 
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Otto shook his head with a mischievous smile spread wide across 
his face. "Nope. The minute I got here, I started practicing my thieving 
skills. Did you know that Master Thief Garrett was once an acolyte here, 
too?" 
Megan rolled her eyes. "Oh, boy. Do we know it." 

"See? So there you go!" Otto said. "The Keeper Compound is the 
perfect place for young thieves to learn the trade." And with that, he 
disappeared out the door, closing it behind him. 

Daphne watched the door for a while and then turned to the log. 
"Well, at least we'll have the information. I guess if the little squirt turns 
us in, we'll at least have that out of the way." 

"I'm sure the Keepers have a glyph for erasing information," 
Megan replied. "What are we waiting for? If Otto turns us in, which I 
doubt though he's perfectly capable of it, we shouldn't still be here. 
Besides, even if he doesn't turn us in, I'm not going to have him traipsing 
around with us. I'm not going to let him become a thief by our 
association. I owe that much to his father." 

"Who was his father?" Daphne asked, thumbing through the 
pages. 

"A city guard. He was the one who took myself and Raife in our 
first night here. But that's not what's important right now. We need to get 
out of here as quickly as possible. There are probably other glyph doors 
hidden around here. One may even lead to the sewers which would be a 
huge help for traveling back to Old Quarter." 

"But what about the book?" Daphne asked. 
"We'll take it with us." 
"Aretmus will know it's missing." 
"He'll already know we're missing, so it won't matter. He doesn't 

need to know Otto helped us. He already suspects I know how to use a 
variety of glyphs, so let's just get out while we can." 

Daphne nodded and tucked the book under her arm. "All right, 
let's go before the squirt gets back." 
They hurried to the door and Megan pulled at the door handle. Pulled at 
it, because the door was firmly secured and refused to open. Megan 
struggled with it as much as she could without making too much racket, 
but it didn't budge. 

"That little brat!" Megan spat. "He locked us in!" 
"Do you think he's going to get the Keepers?" Daphne shrank 

away from the door as though there were already a number of Keepers 
with glyphs ready behind the wall. 
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But Megan shook her head. "No. The stupid kid is probably just 
making sure we don't ditch him." 

It was just then that the door swung open and Otto reappeared, his 
arms full of health potions, loaves of bread, a couple apples, and slow-
fall potion. When Megan spotted the blue-green liquid, she knew what he 
had meant when he said he had the best way out of the compound. With 
the sun having set already, she hadn't seen the stain glass windows 
Artemus had installed in his room. 

"That's a great idea," she breathed as she stared at the windows. 
Her irritation with the kid wasn't gone yet, but it had certainly softened. 

"I got these," he said, gesturing to the health potions, "just in case 
we don't take enough potion to get us all the way to the ground. And 
besides, if I remember correctly, thieves seem to need an extra lot of 
these on hand. Like you said," he added, glancing at Megan, "it's 
dangerous." 

"I know it's dangerous," she replied. "Which is why I don't want 
you-" 

"And I got some food, too!" Otto continued, hardly taking a 
breath before moving on to the next thing he wanted to brag about. 
"Here, you better eat. I already ate an hour or so ago, so I'm all set. When 
you're full, we can take the book and leave immediately. I've sealed the 
door on the outside with a glyph I made up. It's new. Even Artemus won't 
be able to figure it out for a few minutes. I mean," he paused and looked 
a little bashful for once, "it's not ingenious or anything, but it's pretty 
clever. Artemus said I was made to be a powerful Keeper, but I hate 
books and prophesies and all that stuff. They just sit around all day and 
look studious. Besides, the kids here are all dorks. If I can make up even 
simple glyphs, I'll be an even better thief than Garrett!" His face lit up 
with glee at the idea, and he plunged into the description of a scenario he 
had thought up, which involved a lot of walking through walls, turning 
invisible, freezing guards and victims, and occasionally some knife 
fighting. "I've been practicing with Keeper Roman," he said, looking 
quite pleased with himself. "He says what I lack in technical skill, I make 
up for with speed. Keeper Roman doesn't praise anybody, so you know 
that means I'm pretty handy with a knife. That'll probably come in useful 
when we're out there stealing stuff. Like if guard comes in to stop me, I'll 
just strike out—WHAM!—and he'll be dead before-" 

"How can you say those things?" Megan snapped. Otto froze mid-
sentence and stared at her, surprised. "Your father was a city guard. He 
worked so hard to keep this city clear of people like me and Raife; how 
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could you turn your back on everything he's done. Not just that, how 
could you even think about killing a city guard?" 

Otto didn't move or speak for a few long moments, and then—
when he did speak—his voice was almost a whisper, though his eyes 
never left her face. He didn't look angry, only calm and still faintly 
surprised. "Because the city guards killed my father," he said. "The 
Sheriff said he was a criminal conspirator and had him hanged with a few 
other men. They said whatever he did earlier led to the Pavelock 
Massacre a few days ago, even though they'd hung him by then. They 
made him the scapegoat just because they could stop a few prisoners 
from murdering a couple prison guards. That's why I hate them. My da, 
he was a good man. He cared about people. But the city guards, they're 
all corrupt. A good man can't survive among dishonest ladder climbers. 
They'll take out anyone at the knees just to get ahead." 

Megan sighed and knelt in front of the boy. "I understand you're 
angry. I don't blame you. But your father wouldn't want you to be a thief 
like me. I'm no good. I've done a lot of harm, and so has Raife. What 
would your mother say if she knew?" 

"She wanted me to find you," Otto said, and Megan's eyebrows 
shot up. 

"She what?" 
"She wanted me to find you. She said it was because my da 

helped you and that other guy that he was blacklisted and killed, but she 
wasn't angry at you. She said you were kind people, even if you didn't 
live by good rules and morals, and even if you took our candlesticks-" 

"That was Raife." 
"That's what I said," the boy answered. "My mother knew I would 

hate it here, but she said there was something about you that was special. 
You didn't seem like everyone else in this city who is totally corrupted, 
even though you do bad things. She said somehow you looked honest, 
and she said if I ever got a chance to find you and Raife, that I should 
stick with you both, because somehow, even if I got into things that 
weren't so good, I'd learn to be an honest thief. I could take out our 
family's anger on the crooked city guards, but I wouldn't become crooked 
like them. She didn't want me to join them and help them. She hates 
them, too." The boy frowned and for a moment he looked almost on the 
verge of crying, but like all little boys who want to be seen as older and 
more confident, he pushed the emotion down quickly. When he met 
Megan's eyes, he was determined. "The only thing she asked of me is to 
always help someone when they need it. Sometimes that means breaking 
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some rules. So…" he paused. "Can I come with you? Please?" 
The two girls exchanged glances, and Megan sighed. "All right. 

But you're going to have to learn how to listen to me, or Daphne, or 
Raife. You can't be going off and doing your own thing, it'll get you into 
trouble, and I can't promise we'll be able to get you out of it. Can you 
promise me that?" 

The boy nodded. "Absolutely." 
"All right, then." Megan stood up and snatched up two of the 

loaves of bread and began wrapping them up in the woven throw at the 
end of Artemus' bed. "Let's toss all this stuff in here, except the slow-fall 
potions. We can eat once we're out of here. Besides, Basso's probably 
hungry, too. We'll go find them, move to a safer location, and then we'll 
make our plans from there. Sound good?" 

"You got it," Otto said, heaping the rest of the food into the center 
of the throw. 

"Sounds like a plan for making plans," Daphne said, grinning. 
"What's the next step?" 

Otto grabbed the three slow fall potions and gave one to each of 
the girls. Then he ran over to the side of the bed, by the largest stained 
glass window, picked up the small bedside table, and threw it—with 
amazing strength for a kid—through the window. The glass shattered 
outward, and the bedside table crashed on the cobblestone street some 
four stories below. 

"Come on!" he said as he stepped up onto the sill and downed his 
slow-fall potion in a single series of gulps. Without waiting for a reply, 
he threw himself out into the night air. 

Megan and Daphne ran to the window after him, and both were 
relieved to see the boy floating gently to the ground. 

"Well, there's no point in stalling," Daphne said. "You got the 
food?" 

"It's all in here," Megan said as she slung the makeshift sack over 
her shoulder. 

Daphne leaned out the window, eyeing the ground as Otto landed 
softly. "The last time I tried this, I almost killed Raife and messed up my 
ankle," she said. 

"Yeah, but that was then. This is now. Come on, don't stall, let's 
go!" Megan swallowed her potion and took a running start, jumping 
through the open window over the street. 
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Daphne eyed her potion suspiciously for a moment, but then with 
a sigh and a "Here goes nothing," she downed the liquid and gingerly 
stepped out the window with her eyes clamped closed. 
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Chapter Fourteen: 
In Which Plans Are Laid 
 
Perhaps there are some things we Keepers were never 
intended to understand. Have we become so arrogant, so 
self-assured, that we have forgotten that there are places 
beyond our library walls which do not abide by the rules 
we believe to be self-evident? 
 
But to admit that we do not understand everything—that in 
fact we are ignorant of a great many patterns of fate—
would that not be the end of us, the Keepers? To 
introduce self-doubt, because of two young girls who we 
cannot seem to comprehend within our grasp of the 
universe…would that not unravel us? 
 
Perhaps it is not that we are woven tightly, perfectly, but 
that we bear knots within our weave to hide our errors. 
Perhaps the knots need to come undone. 

 
--Keeper Artemus 

Journal Entry 
 

The smoggy dome of the sky over the city blushed a deep rose 
and cast a warm glaze over the cool, wet streets. In a shadowed patch of 
cobblestone road in Old Quarter, a sewer cover creaked open and three 
figures emerged. The one in front carried a bulky sack over her shoulder, 
while the other two hurried behind her. The streets were still quiet with 
sleep, and their shuffling footsteps were not noticed. 

The two girls and the lad slipped into the musty shadows of an 
abandoned building a little ways down the street, and climbed the 
familiar stairs. Megan’s hand ran along the banister where some nights 
ago—however long it was—another cold, slender hand had rested 
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briefly. 
“Home again, home again,” Daphne whispered, close behind. “I 

hope Basso and Sherry are-” 
The two stepped through the door at the end of the hallway, and 

the room exploded in motion. A flash of knives, gritting teeth, a gasp, 
and a heavy crash—both Megan and Daphne found themselves tackled to 
the floor with blades at their throats. Basso’s dark face hovered over 
Daphne, while Sherry’s knee pressed into Megan’s stomach. Otto stood 
at the door, his own knife in hand as his surly eyes darted from the lock 
pick to the barmaid. 

“Oh, it’s you!” Basso said, his grimace disappearing. He rose 
quickly and gave Daphne a hand up. “Sorry about that. We were hoping 
you would come back here, but we thought the Keepers might as well.” 

“They’re bound to, now,” Megan grunted. Sherry’s sneer had 
melted—slightly—but she was slow to take her knee off Megan’s 
abdomen. When at last the barmaid stood up and brush her hair back over 
her shoulders with a bored sigh, her captive got to her own feet with a 
brief, darting glare in her direction. 

“Otto, it’s all right,” Daphne said when she caught the flicker of 
his blade twirling, ready, in his hands. “These are our friends.” She 
introduced Basso and Sherry by name, quickly, but the boy’s eyes stayed 
suspicious as he drifted over to Megan’s side. 

“Some friends,” he muttered. “Do all thieves greet each other this 
way?” 

The barmaid scoffed. “I’m no thief.” 
Megan smirked, but refrained from replying. Instead, she spoke to 

the group. “We need to get out of here immediately. The Keepers will 
come after us again, and this time, I’d like us to be safely away.” 

Sherry looked to Daphne. “What do you think we should do?” she 
asked. 

Daphne lifted an eyebrow. “What do you mean, what should we 
do? Megan just said we should get out of here, and that sounds about 
right to me. We knocked out two Keepers, stole an important document, 
and broke some Keeper property, so I have no doubts they’ll be coming 
back around here sooner rather than later.” 

The barmaid nodded her agreement and then led the way toward 
the door. “You heard what Daphne said, let’s go. We can talk about 
details later.” 

Megan and Daphne exchanged glances, and proceeded to follow 
Sherry out. Basso took up the rear, until Otto insisted on taking that 
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position himself. The tenacity of the kid made the lock pick fight back a 
grin and acquiesce. 

The group picked their way through side streets and back alleys, 
making sure to avoid as many of the emerging people as possible. Little 
shops were opening their doors, and early customers strolled down the 
streets, hoping to beat the hot, afternoon crowds. Pick pockets and street 
scamps scuttled about, searching the nooks and crannies of the 
cobblestones for dropped coins or other valuables, while their sharp 
beady eyes located potential targets. The crowdless street was not ideal 
for pickpocket work, but the little professionals were not idle during the 
morning hours, just sneakier. 

It was only the barmaid’s searing glare and Otto’s twirling knife 
that kept the street scamps back at a safe distance from the group, 
uncertain of what to expect from the motley crew. 

Sherry led the group to a dive called Pagan’s Pervy Pleasure 
down by the docks, and by the time they sat down, each and every 
member of the group still had all his or her pocket change. Sherry flagged 
down a hard, burly serving wench and ordered a round of whatever the 
cheapest thing on the menu might be, and the group hunkered down in 
the booth. 

Basso started to ask a question, but he stopped before getting 
more than the first half of a word out and clamped his teeth shut around 
it. Instead, he asked, “What happened at the Compound?” 

“Jenivere is fine,” Megan said quietly, “as far as we know. The 
Keepers moved her somewhere else for birthing.” She reached into the 
sack of goods she had crammed between herself and Otto, and pulled out 
the Keeper’s journal. “We only had time to find out where the Eye is 
located, but I’ll bet Artemus wrote down where they moved Jenivere, 
too.” She passed the book to Basso, who fervently bent over the pages, 
searching for his wife’s name. 

Sherry grasped Daphne’s arm. “They hurt you, didn’t they?” 
“A little,” Daphne replied. “But we got through it. What’s 

important now is getting that idiot Raife out of trouble again.” 
Sherry sat back hard and crossed her arms. “Again? What kind of 

trouble has he gotten himself into this time?” 
“Pagan trouble,” Megan said, leaning forward. As she explained 

the details of what they knew—the Pagan’s offer to Garrett, the Eye, and 
the dead Keeper—Basso, Otto, and Sherry (though she refused to look at 
Megan as she spoke) listened intently. 

When she finished, Basso shook his head and let out a low 
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whistle. “That’s bad news for him, I’m afraid,” the lock pick said. 
“Keeper Enforcers are not like normal assassins. Remember, Garrett 
himself was destined to be one of them way back when, and had he 
become one, he would have been far more dangerous than he is even 
now.” 

Daphne cast Megan a glare at the mention of the Master Thief’s 
name, and Megan flushed. “Don’t give me that,” she growled. “We don’t 
need him or his help.” 

“What’s this?” Basso asked. 
Daphne rolled her eyes. “Megan decided to go on an anger 

rampage while we were locked up with the Keepers. Garrett was there, 
and she decided to pull out some choice words she knew would drive him 
into a rage. I’m pretty sure, considering the bruise, he probably isn’t 
interested in giving us any help.” 

The lock pick squinted at Megan’s face, but even in the dim light 
of the pub, the developing bruise was obvious. “Did he do that to you?” 
he whispered, eyebrows raised. 

Megan kneaded her hands in her lap and looked down, ashamed. 
In the pocket of her shirt, she could feel the stiff crinkle of paper. Her 
face burned under both the lock pick’s concerned gaze, and Sherry’s 
almost gleeful glare. Otto, beside her, bristled. “I deserved it,” she 
muttered. “I shouldn’t have said anything, but I let my temper get away 
from me. It’s just that- He said he would have let you hang at Pavelock! 
And he called you incompetent! I couldn’t let him be that cruel without 
someone saying something about it!” 

Basso sighed and leaned back. “He wouldn’t have let me hang,” 
he said, and his voice carried such a quiet vote of confidence that 
Megan’s face flushed again and she turned her glare on him. 

“I heard what he said,” she snapped. “Are you saying I’m a liar?” 
“No, I’m not,” the lock pick replied gently. “It’s just that… 

Garrett is a hard person to read. Especially around Keepers. His loyalties 
and opinions are not out in the open for everyone to see. He guards them 
like he guards his life. It may have seemed to you, because you don’t 
know him, that he was being cold and cruel, but I’ve known Garrett since 
we were kids. He would never have let me hang, if he had known.” 

Megan shook her head. “I do know him. I probably know him 
better than you do, and when I looked up at him and saw the look in his 
eyes when he practically said you should have died-!” She glared down at 
her hands. 

The lock pick sighed again and looked away as the cheapest thing 
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on the menu— the Trickster’s Tit, a mean, brackish drink with steam 
rising from the lip of the cups —arrived at the table. 

After some minutes of uncomfortable silence, besides a few 
hollow gags following sips of the drink, Basso frowned and leaned 
forward. “So what’s the plan?” 

“We discussed this on the way over,” Daphne said. “Megan and I 
are going after Raife. He’s apparently out on Northermeed Island, which 
is where the Eye is being kept. Sherry, we need you to find Gus. We 
can’t leave him out on the streets, someone might find him, and who 
knows what will happen then.” 

The barmaid let out a squawk of indignation. “You’re ditching 
me?” she said, her face turning red. “After all I’ve done for you, you’re 
sending me on a happy little errand to fetch that crazy machine? Why not 
send the squirt?” She lifted her chin at Otto. 

“Gus knows you, and he’ll listen to you.” 
“How do you know?” the barmaid muttered, unconvinced. 
“We need you to do this, Sherry,” Megan said as calmly as she 

could, but she couldn’t quite keep the chill of irritation out of her voice. 
“When we’ve got Hammers, Pagans, Keepers, and Enforcers out to get 
us, having a giant cannon on wheels will be very, very handy.” 

“Fine.” Sherry crossed her arms and glared back. “But I’m doing 
this for Daphne, not doing for you.” 

Megan rolled her eyes and leaned back, dropping the potential 
fight. 

Otto leaned forward eagerly. “What about me?” 
“I’ve been thinking about it,” Megan said, “and I know we agreed 

earlier to let you come to Northermeed with us, but I just don’t think it’s 
a good idea. We’ll be doing everything we can to watch our own backs; 
we can’t promise we’ll be able to keep you safe. It would be best if you 
go with Basso.” 

“Wait, where am I going?” The lock pick frowned. “I assumed I 
would join the two of you in stopping Raife from killing himself.” 

Megan shook her head. “No, you need to be with Jenivere. I 
didn’t break you out of jail just to be killed by Hammers. I promised I 
would get you back to her, and I plan to be true to my word.” 

The lock pick at first scowled, but then sighed and ran his hands 
over his face. “Are you sure you won’t need the backup? Hammers are a 
hard lot, and there are likely to be some situations where you’ll need an 
extra knife hand.” 

An old memory of enormous swinging mallets and armored 
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guards rushing toward her, the instinctual fear in the pit of her stomach as 
she stared down what she knew would send her back to the last place she 
saved in the game—Megan shook her head. “I’m sure we’ll be all right. 
We’ve handled Hammers before.” 

“And been killed by them,” Daphne whispered softly with a wry 
smirk. Only Megan heard, and she fought back the urge to chuckle 
nervously herself. 

“I want to go with you,” Otto said, scowling. “I could be that 
extra knife hand you need! I could make glyphs for you! Think about 
that!” 

“And you could be a corpse we’d have to lug home to your 
mother, too,” Megan snapped. “You said when we left the Compound 
that you were going to listen to me when I ordered you to do something. 
Are you going to keep your word on that, or are we going to have to 
bring you back to the Keepers?” 

The kid squinted at her and smirked. “You can’t do that. The 
Keepers will catch you again, too, if you went back there.” 

“I don’t care. Either you listen to me now, or I tell Basso to knock 
you out cold and carry you out of here like a baby. Do you want that?” 

“You know, Meg,” Daphne said, plucking at Megan’s sleeve, “I’ll 
bet having some glyphs on our side would be really handy.” 

Megan frowned, trying not to show her reflexive agreement. 
Having even a few simple glyphs to use for getting in and getting out 
undetected, locking and unlocking doors, passing through walls, even 
silencing a particular thief who would probably not be thrilled about 
being told what not to do… 

With a sigh, she nodded her head. “All right, Otto. You can come 
with us.” 

The boy grinned wide. “This is going to be awesome.” 
“It’s not a game, all right?” Megan sharpened her voice again. 

“We could all die there. I don’t want any off-the-wall heroics, and by that 
I mean anything you think your mother would disapprove of, got it?” 

Otto scowled again. “Are you going to be like this the whole 
time?” 

“Yes.” 
“Fine,” he sighed and crossed his arms. 
“Well, I think we’ve got everything settled then,” Megan said. 
She stood up, as did Daphne, and the group begrudgingly 

followed suit. As they bumped into each other and finally got out of the 
tight booth, Megan saw Basso slip a folded sheet of paper into his shirt. 
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Her hand went to her own hidden sheet, and found it missing. 
The lock pick smiled when she caught his eye and he stepped up 

close beside her to murmur, “Just in case I run into the Master Thief. You 
don’t give him enough credit.” 

“We’ll just see about that,” she grumbled back. 
The group stepped out into the sunlight and slipped around behind 

the dive to the alley behind it. Here, they said their goodbyes. 
Megan hugged Basso tightly. “Thank you so much,” she said. 

“You’ve been so kind to me and Daphne and everyone. Take care of 
yourself, all right?” 

The lock pick laughed and patted her on the back. “Fair enough,” 
he replied. “And be gentle on Raife when you meet up with him. Your 
opinion means more to him than you think it does.” 

Megan’s cheeks burned, and the lock pick’s eyes twinkled with 
good humor. “Watch your back when you’re with the Hammers,” he 
added. “They won’t pull their punches for a girl.” 

With a chuckle, Megan rubbed her bruising cheek. “It won’t be 
the first time.” 

“If you get yourself killed, I’ll never forgive you,” Sherry said, 
releasing Daphne from her hard embrace. “I mean it. I’ll find your grave 
and dance on it, got that?” 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Daphne replied, but her tone 
was warm. “Say hi to Gus for me, and let him know I’ll be back for him 
soon.” 

The barmaid nodded. “How will we meet up again?” 
“Two nights from now, if we’ve made it out of Northermeed 

alive, we’ll meet you right back here.” Daphne pursed her lips. “Right 
here.” 

“All right,” Sherry said, and then with only a quick glance over 
her shoulder, she stepped out into the street and disappeared into the 
crowd. 

“I guess that’s my cue, as well,” Basso said. “Take care of 
yourselves, all right? Don’t rush anything. Think it through. You’re both 
smart girls, and you’ll need every ounce of wit you’ve got to get through 
that place. I’ll do whatever I can to help…from a distance,” he added 
when he saw Megan start to frown. 

With a last glance at both girls, he tipped an invisible hat to them 
and, with a wave, stepped out among the crowd and disappeared as well. 

Otto, Megan and Daphne exchanged looks. “Well,” Megan said. 
“I guess we better find a boat going out to Northermeed.” 
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Daphne smirked. “Raife better appreciate all the trouble we’re 
going through for him.” 

“From what I know of him,” Otto said, “I doubt it.” 
“So do I, kid,” Megan replied, turning him toward the street. “But 

it doesn’t matter if he does or not. Let’s find that boat.” 
 
 
 

All night, after slipping into the cathedral, Raife had searched 
high and low for an entrance to the secret passages and found nothing. 
Apparently, every last drop of luck he had at his disposal had been used 
in escaping almost certain death in the tide-filled caves. He had ended up 
in the grand sanctuary, where the dissolving pagan map bore a symbol 
looking like the Eye, but again—he found nothing. Frustrated and 
exhausted by all the dead ends, he soothed his ego slightly by swiping the 
pair of golden candlesticks from the pulpit. The pale peach light of dawn, 
flooding past the looming form of a giant hammer, cast a menacing 
shadow across the center of the room and made the stonework along the 
sides blush. The thief was in no mood to linger the majestic glow of the 
sanctuary, but the sound of voices fast approaching sent him into the 
shadow of the monolithic hammer. He crouched there, relatively calm, 
and waited impatiently for the voices to move on. 

They did not. 
In fact, as they grew closer, he heard others approaching behind 

them, heard mallets laid gently beneath the pews, heard armor shift as 
seats were taken, heard the murmured conversation swell as more 
Hammerites joined their brothers. He peeked out, warily, and saw what 
he dreaded: they were preparing for a service. 

“Great,” he muttered, unafraid of being overheard. The mass of 
voices drowned out his voice even to his own ears. “Fought my way into 
this place for a sermon.” 
He slumped down and prepared himself for a long wait, leaning his head 
back on the base of the hammer. He turned the two candlesticks over in 
his hands, and for the first time wondered what the Hammers would do 
when they noticed them missing. Again, he peeked around the corner at 
the filling sanctuary. Forty, maybe sixty armed Hammerites. A handful of 
novices and priests. He slouched back behind the statue, feeling small 
and easy to crush to death. 

It was an eternity until at last the voices died down and he could 
hear footsteps approaching his hiding place. The footfall, softened by 
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whispering robes, turned just before he thought they would surely lead 
right to him, and he heard the whole assembly rise to their feet. 

“Mine Brethren,” a sturdy, biting voice called over the heads of 
the worshippers. “Let us use the tools of song our Builder hath bestowed 
upon us, that we may praise Him.” 

Raife rolled his eyes as the voices of the assembly grew in 
strength and finally belted out some age old hymn he only recognized 
because nearly all the Builder hymns sounded the same. Praises for 
punishment; hefting, hewing, charring, maiming; thanks to the Builder; 
the hammer is great—on and on. The thief in hiding scoffed and regretted 
his temporary entrapment. It was bad enough to be stuck in one place 
when there was still so much to do; it was torture to listen to this overly-
devoted parroting. 

The day the Builder builds me a fortune is the day I’ll think about 
thanking him for anything, but until that happens, he better just be glad I 
don’t gut this whole place of its unearned riches. 

When at last the endless song droned to a close and the assembly 
resumed their seats, the High Priest opened one of their dry, dusty tomes 
and recited an age’s worth of verses. More of the same: smelting, 
sanding, grinding, shaping, Praise to the Builder! It was only the thump 
of the tome closing and the next words the High Priest said that kept the 
thief from dozing off. 

“Mine Brethren,” the High Priest declared, and the thief 
visualized him spreading his arms wide in front of all those eager 
Hammerite faces, “I am certain several of thee noticed the bypassing of 
the ceremonial candle lighting at the beginning of this dawn service.” 
There were several murmurs of acknowledgement from the crowd. Raife 
bristled and his stomach tightened. “Our candlesticks hath been 
misplaced, but do not concern thyselves. Brother Mendel shalt locate the 
novice who was in charge of their upkeep. But I cometh to an important 
subject, which hath often been overlooked by our Brethren here and upon 
distant shores. We, the apprentices of the Builder, the wood to be 
sculpted in his hands, the iron to be smelted—all too often, we forget 
ourselves in the glitter of this life, in the materials of wealth, and 
forsaketh our sturdy wood and metal roots.” 

The thief sighed—quietly now, for there was no sound to cover 
him—and settled in for the sermon, which turned out to be on the evils of 
gold and gems. Like they chose it just for me, he thought with a wry 
smile. 

“Brethren, guild thine hearts not with gold from the Earth, for it is 
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worthless. Any man in this life can decorate himself with this; no hand 
need craft it with more than gentle taps. It is malleable in any hand, 
relenting to any order. It giveth itself up to any twist and bend. Be not 
like contorting gold, for within it lies no strength!” 

No strength but power, you old fool. 
“Do not give thyselves up like the gems of the Earth, 

masquerading as things of beauty. What soul hath these? What depth of 
craftsmanship doeth it require to bringeth out the elegance of these 
things? None. Jewel-smiths exist in every city, in every nation. What 
about their craft maketh them content? The wealth selling their cheap 
creations brings them?” 

That would make me content. 
“Brethren, I discuss this not to make thee hate these things. They 

are of the Earth, and they shalt be used for the Builder’s glory. But mould 
not thy soul from them. Mould thy soul from the nobler, simpler 
materials. Wood.” There was a sigh of agreement. “Iron.” Another sigh, 
accompanied undoubtedly by smiles. “Stone.” The assembly shifted with 
joy at the words, and the thief crossed his arms, bored. “These art the 
materials that shalt strengthen thy soul! These are the materials that shalt 
draw out of thee the skills and talents thou needest to survive in this gold-
gilded world! Silver and gold, gems and jewels—our treasury doth 
overflow. We hath seen an abundance of donation, and it is a Blessing. 
Let us use these riches to furnish our poorer Brethren with Wood. With 
Iron. And with Stone.” 

The assembly erupted, and a new hymn began in strength. The 
thief lay back against the monolithic hammer and imagined what the 
overflowing treasuries must look like. The tips of his gloved fingers 
tingled at the thought of all that wealth within his grasp. 

The chorus ended, and the thief came back to his senses at the 
grating sound of mallets being hefted from the stone floor as the 
assembly broke up to go about their daily business. Just beyond his 
hiding place, he could hear the High Priest speaking with one of the 
Hammerites, and decided to listen in. 

“I condone thy enthusiasm, Brother Torus. I shalt speak with the 
priests, but I have no doubts they shalt agree with thy suggestion. I hath 
been in close contact with Brother Nathem from St. Koren, and he hast 
often mentioned their desire to replace those beams. In examining the 
sketches of the building, I hath estimated the cost of replacing the 
wooden beams at about seven thousand gold pieces. Here-” The thief 
heard the hiss of robes at the High Priest removed something from his 
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person. “-taketh this key. It shalt unlock the vault in my quarters where 
the key to the treasuries is located. It is the silver key on the shelf beside 
my personal seal. That key shalt admit thee to the treasuries where 
Brother Thompson will collect the funds for thee.” 

The Hammerite—Torus—thanked the High Priest earnestly and 
the thief listened to him walk off to the left, as the priest removed himself 
from the sanctuary via the central aisle. When at last the sanctuary was 
quiet again, Raife rose to his feet. 

“Well,” he said softly, “It seems my luck might just be turning 
around.” The old priest likely had information about the location of the 
Eye somewhere, and if nothing else, he was bound to gain access to the 
treasuries, which would do a great deal to soften his mood about this 
mission. The thief smiled and rubbed his hands together. Then, quietly as 
a shadow himself, he slipped out of the sanctuary, and headed after the 
unsuspecting Brother Torus. 
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Chapter Fifteen: 
In Which Sherry Begins an Adventure 
 
 

“Oy! You there, lad! Yes, you!” The sailor hurried up to the 
scrawny boy and tipped his cap to the two young ladies with him. 
“Afternoon, Misses,” he said, shying off a little as he laid his hand on the 
boy’s shoulder. He had hoped the boy was alone, but when the two girls 
stopped abruptly, he knew he had chosen poorly. Women always made 
things more difficult with their weeping and handkerchief waving.  
 “Can we help you?” the lad asked in a cool, measured voice. He 
was educated, then. The sailor looked down at the boy’s robes and sailor 
cursed silently to himself. When had he lost his eye for recruiting? It 
should have been obvious this was a dead end, ladies or no ladies.  
 The sailor scratched the back of his neck, searching for a way to 
slip away with his pride intact, but under the eyes of the two girls—two 
strange girls, he thought now—he couldn’t summon up a convincing lie. 
Instead, he decided to push onward, despite the improbability of success. 
“How would you like to sail the salty seas down to the Cartovian Islands, 
lad? Join up with Captain Fallhorn, and I can personally guarantee you’ll 
make yourself a small wealth of cash in the spice trade!” 
 The lad shared an unreadable look with the two girls, and the 
sailor quickly added, “Wouldn’t it be nice to have the means to buy 
pretty things for your beautiful sisters? Silks or jewelry, perhaps?” 
 One of the girls whispered to the other and then looked away, 
though the sailor thought he caught her smiling before she did. The other 
stood firm and immobile, arms crossed, eyes chilling; she was the 
obstacle between him and a cabin boy for the Captain. Quite a piece of 
work, if he did think so himself. Couldn’t imagine who would want to 
contend with that cold glare, passably pretty or not. 

“The Cartovian Islands, you said?” the lad asked, suddenly far 
more friendly. He had not taken his eyes off the sailor for a moment, and 
now he leaned forward eagerly, as if in confidence. “How’s the weather 
in those parts, currently?” 
 “Oh, beautiful, lad! Beautiful! It’d make you crazy to know how 
beautiful it is down there, compared to this filth-hole we call a city. 
Think of it, lad! With the money you’d earn, you could move your lovely 
sisters out to some quiet, clean place in the country! Perhaps by the sea, 
even? A nice little cottage with a flower garden, perhaps?” 
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 He stole a furtive glance at the cold sister, but his inviting 
suggestions had not softened her expression in the slightest. The lad 
crossed his arms and nodded thoughtfully, looking back at the cold sister. 
“Yes, that would be nice, wouldn’t it, Sissy dear? A little cottage where 
you could knit on the porch?” 
 “I’m not an old maid, you-” she paused in her sharp whisper, and 
glanced at the sailor. When she spoke again to the lad, her voice had 
softened. Slightly. “No, I think this place does quite well enough for the 
likes of me. What with dear older brother waiting for us-” Something 
about the way the girl’s eyes glittered at that made the sailor think she 
might mean something more than she said. What it was, he certainly 
couldn’t tell. “-Shouldn’t we get going?”  
 The sailor thought he would have to return to Captain Fallhorn 
empty-handed, yet again, which would be greatly unappreciated, when 
the lad shook his head and grinned. “No, I think I’ll join up!” he said, and 
turning to the sailor, he said eagerly, “Will I really be able to get money? 
Lots of money?” 
 “Absolutely lad!” the sailor cried. “You’ll be your own man, and 
the money we make will be fairly doled out after our transactions.” 
 “That’s great!” the lad cried, turning to his sisters. “Isn’t this 
wonderful? With the money I’ll earn, we’ll finally be able to afford a 
dowry for the both of you!”  
 “Don’t do me any favors,” the cold sister grumbled.  
 “Yeah, I think I’m all set,” the other sister replied. The sailor 
noted that her smile was gone. Over the lad’s head, she asked him, 
“Excuse us for a moment, will you?” 
 The cold sister caught the lad by the ear, which made him bite 
back a yelp, and the two sisters hauled him over to a side alley, out of 
traffic’s way. The sailor slouched and put his hands in his pockets, 
waiting. Surely, the sisters would disallow the boy to register. He was 
wasting his time. 
 “Just what do you think you’re doing?” Megan hissed when they 
were far enough away from the crusty old sailor. “Have you lost your 
mind?” 
 “We’re going after Raife, not trying to make money,” Daphne 
added firmly. “And that ship isn’t going anywhere near Northermeed 
Island, is it?” 
 Otto swatted Megan’s hand away from his ear and scowled. “Not 
this one, no. But we’re not going to go on this one. Look, when someone 
signs on to join a ship’s crew, they have to go to the shipping offices on 
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the docks. They have a register book there of every ship coming in and 
out of the harbor, their destinations, and their cargo. They don’t show it 
to anybody, except when someone has to sign their name to the crew 
registry. If I say I’ll sign on, we’ll be able to get a good look at all the 
shipping traffic in the area. One of them has to be heading past 
Northermeed!” 
 “Correct me if I’m wrong here,” Daphne said, “but I’m assuming 
we’re still in an age before women were allowed to sail on ships, right?” 
 The boy scoffed. “Women on ships! That’s rich. We’re not going 
to join the crew,  you idiot, we’re going to stow away in the cargo hold!”  
 “Don’t call her an idiot,” Megan snapped.  
 “It’s a good plan, though, isn’t it?”  
 Reluctantly, Megan admitted that it was. There didn’t seem to be 
many options for obtaining free passage to Northermeed, and this was as 
good an idea as they’d had all morning. “All right,” she said. “We’re 
following your lead, here.” 
 Otto puffed out his chest with pride and frowned solemnly before 
giving her a mocking salute. “I won’t let you down.”  
 The two girls rolled their eyes and followed him back out into the 
busy street.  
 The sailor straightened as the lad returned, his two sisters looking 
chastised and in tow, at last behaving like proper women. “Well, lad?” he 
asked. “Do we have a deal?” 
 “Oh, boy, have we ever!” the lad cried. “Sign me up! Where do I 
go? What do I need to do?” 
 No more fourth watch for me! The sailor thought with a grin as he 
pointed down to the building at the end of the docks. “Right there, lad. 
See that building there? That be the Shipping Office. Go right on in and 
tell them you’re the new cabin boy for the Eyes-O’-Pearl, under the 
honorable Captain Fallhorn. They’ll get you squared away. We set sail 
tonight with the tide, so spend the day with your sweet sisters but don’t 
be late! We sail without you, if you don’t make it on time, got that?” 
 “Aye, aye, sir!” the lad cried, saluting him. The sailor laughed 
and slapped the boy on the back. 
 “Attaboy! You’re a sailor already! Now remember, register at the 
offices and be back to the Eyes-O’-Pearl by night tide. The fellows at the 
office will tell you where to go to catch the skiff out to ‘er. You’re in for 
a real treat, lad, a real treat!”  
 Megan watched as the man scurried away into the crowd. “I hope 
you know what you’re doing,” she said as Otto started leading the way to 
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the offices. “We’ve got enough troubles without a bunch of sailors 
coming after us for a broken deal.” 
 “You worry too much,” Otto said, grinning over his shoulder. 
Something about his flippant, overconfident tone made her skin crackle. 
“I’m not going to sign my real name to the roster! Besides, once we find 
a ship heading out to Northermeed, we won’t even be in the area. 
Chances are, we’ll be leaving tonight on the night tide. They won’t have 
time to investigate.” 
 He moved ahead and Megan dropped back to walk beside 
Daphne. “He’s already starting to act like a thief,” she muttered. “Did 
you notice the chip he’s suddenly got on his shoulder?” 
 Daphne chuckled. “He sort of had that before, you know. You 
can’t blame Raife for this one. He hasn’t exactly been around to 
influence the kid.” 
 Megan scowled. “He doesn’t have to be around! His ego is big 
enough to pollute an entire city, even from Northermeed!”  
 The other laughed, and Otto glanced behind him from some 
distance ahead in the crowd. He waved them on, and they hurried to 
catch up, still chuckling quietly to themselves. 
 
 
 As she wove through the sweltering, overcrowded streets, Sherry 
Calivander—for that was her last name, though no one ever bothered to 
ask—grew more and more certain that finding Gus was just a malicious 
little plot to keep her away from all the excitement, spearheaded by that 
little brat Megan. Who did she think she was, anyway, giving everyone 
orders like she owned the place? Sherry grinned at the thought of the 
purplish-blue welt on the girl’s cheek where the Master Thief had 
punched her. At least someone in the city wasn’t all googley-eyed over 
her. What was so special about her anyway? Even that rock-headed idiot 
Raife seemed to hang on her.  
 Well, not anymore, I guess, she thought. He finally took my 
advice and ran away like the coward he is!  
 She rounded the corner and slipped into the shadowed alley where 
she and Daphne—and, unpleasantly, Raife—had hidden the giant Karras 
robot, and stopped abruptly. The canvas under which the robot had been 
hidden, tucked away behind a pile of old junk, lay discarded on the 
ground. Gus was gone.  
 “Great,” Sherry muttered, glowering at the cloth as she picked it 
up. “Stupid robot couldn’t even stay in one-” Her voice trailed off as her 
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eyes settled on a large metal hammer beneath the canvas and the rust-
smattered gray stones beside it. She tossed the cloth aside and bent down 
to brush the spot with her fingers. It was dry, but she knew a pool of 
blood when she saw it. Hammers. 
 A chill tingled up her arm from the stain as she slowly rose to her 
feet and glanced around the alley to see if anyone was watching. 
Thankfully, the overcrowded streets did provide some shelter from 
detection. Everyone was too busy trying to keep their pockets from 
getting picked to pay any attention to the lone girl in the alley, standing 
beside an old bloodstain and a Hammerite’s mallet.  

Now that she looked up, she began to see signs of a struggle. 
There were other blood stains on the cobblestones in the alley, other 
mallets dropped by the injured or dying. Several large craters had been 
blasted into the surrounding walls. But most chilling of all was the trail of 
little cogs and springs and screws leading out of the alley. Sherry hugged 
her shoulders and glanced back the way she’d come, away from the line 
of broken machinery as unnerving to her as a trail of blood.  

What should she do? Daphne would be distraught if she thought 
something bad had happened to Gus, and something bad had assuredly 
happened. She couldn’t go back to the meeting place yet, anyway, and 
the thought of showing up empty-handed made the barmaid sick to her 
stomach.  

I have two days until they come back, she thought, bending down 
to pick up a small golden cog. She twisted it between her fingers and 
sighed. “Well, I guess this isn’t going to be so dull after all.”  

Slipping the cog into her skirt pocket, Sherry hurried down the 
alley, following the trail.  

 
Unlike blood, which dries and remains fixed in place, following a 

trail of screws and cogs proved far more challenging. The distracted feet 
of every person on the street had as effectively erased the trail as a fox 
wading through a stream when the hunter’s dogs were after him. The 
barmaid had managed to weave her way down two streets before the trail 
vanished completely, and she was left standing with no direction, and in a 
much fouler mood than she had been in for the whole of this insane 
adventure.  

She leaned against the wall of a side alley, glaring at the 
passerbys while her furious mind defeated every cool, logical attempt to 
determine where she should go next.  
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That stupid girl would know what to do, Sherry grumbled in her 
mind, squinting extra hard at a wealthy lordling riding through the street 
in a horse-drawn carriage. She’d come up with something clever, 
something I wouldn’t have thought of. And then everyone would be so 
impressed, and they’d all pat her on the back and say, ‘Wow, Megan! 
That’s a great idea! Why didn’t I think of that?’ and Daphne would 
clutch her arm and cry, ‘You’re so smart, Megan! You’re so awesome! 
You’re the most awesome person in the whole damn world!’ The barmaid 
felt her skin burn at the thought. No. I’m not going to let this defeat me. 
I’m going to find that stupid robot, and I’m going to bring him back, safe 
and sound to Daphne, and then I’ll be the one with all the amazing 
stories, and I’ll be the smartest one, and everyone will love me and 
congratulate me for my witty and heroic efforts. That appeased her 
temper just enough for her to clear her head and think. 

“If I were a Hammerite,” she whispered to herself, “and I had 
found an old Karras robot patrolling the streets, where would I take it?” 
There were several cathedrals in the general vicinity, but there was only 
one big enough to hide a giant robot in without every Hammerite and his 
brother knowing about it. Gormalt Cathedral. The very same cathedral 
she and Daphne and Raife almost landed in after the run-in with the 
Hammerite guards. It seemed so long ago, now, but even so, the thought 
of willingly going to the place made Sherry’s heart start hammering in 
her chest.  

I can do this, she thought, forcing herself to move before the 
moment of insanity passed. I’m not a coward. This is my mission, and I 
will succeed in at least finding out where they have Gus and whether or 
not he’s okay.  

The crowds of early afternoon were beginning to thin as people 
moved into the shadowy doorways of the local pubs for vittles and a 
cooling ale, relief from the heat in the streets. It made travel easier 
without having to weave through the endless, unrelenting stream of 
bodies, but it also made Sherry feel exposed. She made an effort to slip 
into side streets and take a curving, difficult route in the hopes of shaking 
any invisible trailer she might have picked up over the course of her 
travels through the city. Every so often, she would slip into a shadowed 
overhang and wait, watching the street for anyone following her. 
Whether it was simply the nervousness of what she was about to do, or a 
legitimate intuition, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being 
followed by someone. But every time she checked, she found nothing to 
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substantiate the itching feeling at the nape of her neck that always made 
her glance back.  

It was late afternoon by the time she arrived at the street across 
from the cathedral. The shadows hung long and heavy from the sinking 
sun, but the musty heat remained even in the darkest corners. Sherry sat 
crouched behind an abandoned shop stall, hidden from the street but able 
to watch the front doors of the cathedral. She had watched two lines of 
armed Hammerites leave the building by those doors just a few minutes 
before, and she had a growing feeling that if she were going to make a go 
for it, it would be best to slip inside while a large portion of the guards 
were absent.  

Along the way, she had bought an invisibility potion, and she held 
the glass globe flask in her sweaty palm as though it were her last tie to 
life itself. She wished fervently that she’d taken the time to pilfer some 
pockets when the streets had been crowded so she could have bought a 
second potion to use on the way out. But it did no good dwelling on 
things like that now. She had to act, and fast. She could feel her nerve 
slipping away with every inch of lengthening shadow. With the guards 
gone, she might be able to slip into the cathedral unnoticed and save the 
potion for use in an emergency, but she’d have to go now. 

With a deep breath that didn’t seem to quite fill her lungs, Sherry 
peered over the stall at the street, looking for witnesses. There was no 
one. Rising cautiously to her feet, she slipped out of her hiding place and 
moved to the corner, trying to look as unsuspicious as possible. A golden, 
glinting object caught her eye in the sun-soaked courtyard between 
herself and the front doors of the cathedral: a screw. That she had in fact 
found the right place, that her instincts had been correct, gave the 
barmaid a slight boost in confidence, enough to get her feet moving. She 
glanced around the corner and saw that the way was clear. With a burst 
of energy, she bolted across the open space to the shadowed cleft beside 
the front doors of the cathedral.  

The blood thundered in her ears as she stood pressed into a 
slender alcove beside the doors. She didn’t dare breathe or move. It had 
been a miracle to get this far without detection; she didn’t want to ruin it 
by a foolish misstep now. In her hand, the neck of the flask was slippery. 
She clutched it closer, fearing that even the slightest gesture might make 
it slip from her hands and spill its expensive green fluid across the 
ground.  

Now what? 
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The pounding in her ears slowly subsided, and the warmth of the 
shadowed hiding place lulled her nerves. This wasn’t turning out so bad 
after all. There was no sound at all from the courtyard save the happy 
gurgling from a small fountain in the corner, surrounded by well pruned 
hedges and orderly flowerbeds. Weeds were an abomination in a 
Hammerite garden. A fly buzzed along the stone balustrade not more 
than a few feet in front of her. Its tiny shadow flitted along the ground by 
her feet. For all she could tell, the interior of the cathedral was just as 
lazily quiet, but she didn’t want to act on an assumption.  

Cautiously, Sherry slipped out of her hiding place and into the 
bright sunlight warming the wood and iron castings of the cathedral 
doors. She glanced behind her, half expecting to hear a shout and see the 
two troops of guards rushing toward her, hammers raised, but all was 
quiet. She reached out and took hold of the enormous iron door handle, 
warmed like a snake in the sun.  

She opened the door as quietly as she could, wincing when the 
hinges made even the slightest groan, and slipped inside, closing it softly 
behind her. In the sudden interior gloom, while her eyes adjusted, she 
brushed along the wall to a small curve in the wall where a statue stood 
in head-bowed penitence. Behind this, she hid, hoping it was as dark as 
her sun-drowned eyes told her it was.  

All was quiet and cold. The heat of the streets could not penetrate 
the thick stone walls, and the heavily stained-glass windows seemed to 
provide a formidable barrier to the brightest of the sunlight. Sherry 
crouched and waited, eyes closed, until she could see clearly enough in 
the dark. Her skin prickled from the chill stone as she leaned back against 
it and she shivered. Somewhere far away she thought she heard a 
movement, but after waiting for what felt like hours to hear it grow closer 
or repeat itself, she finally decided that it was nothing to worry about, at 
least yet.  

Rested and readjusted to the surroundings, Sherry held her breath 
and slipped out of her hiding spot. The thick carpet runner along the hall 
muffled every step she took along it, and though she was grateful for that, 
she also feared it would as willingly do the same for any armed 
Hammerite walking toward her. Every opportunity she got, she ducked 
into a shadowed spot to wait, to listen, and to plan her steps. She was 
already further inside the Hammerite cathedral than she had ever been 
before in her life. The only other time she had ever been even in the foyer 
of such a place was years ago, back when her mother was alive, when 
they came in their rags to beg for a few coins. For years after that, she 
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had worn a small hammer around her neck, believing that the Builder 
would somehow rebuild their lives into something beautiful and amazing. 
When her mother died, unable to keep both herself and her child alive on 
the pittance the Hammerites dolled out to her on holy days, Sherry buried 
her with the talisman.  

It was all show. Looking now at the expensive decorations lining 
the walls, at the gold and silver candlesticks on every table or on stands 
beside the holy sculptures, at the sheer luxuriousness of the cathedral’s 
design, she knew how hollow their gestures of kindness toward a poor, 
starving woman and her little child had been. And she recognized the 
temptation within herself to relieve them of a little of the wealth they 
refused to share.  

The Master Thief would strip this place from top to bottom, she 
thought. He wouldn’t think twice about it. What use do penitents have for 
gold and gems, anyway, compared to the people who could use it? I 
could take just a handful and feed several families on the street for 
weeks. They probably gave my mother two copper coins while lighting 
seventy candles on a golden candelabra.  

But she was not there to rob. A missing artifact would likely alert 
the Hammerites to her presence, and she could not risk that before 
finding Gus. Besides, she prided herself on being a cut above thievery. 
She didn’t need to steal to earn money, even if from time to time she had 
to resort to less desirable ways of making a living besides serving ale for 
tips. Even then, she never stole so much as a half-weight silver coin. That 
girl is a thief and a liar and a cheat. She acts all holy and pure, but she’s 
just as bad as that idiot Raife. How could I even look at myself in the 
mirror if I knew I had sunk to her level?  

Forcing her mind back to the task at hand, Sherry was about to 
slip out of hiding, when she heard the soft padding of someone—perhaps 
more than one someone—coming down the hall toward her. Now, she 
heard them speak, quietly, softly to one another.  

“Dost thou truly believe the boy is the Builder’s Hammer? He is 
naught but a child!”  

“Thou has heard him speak, hast thou not? He doth know every 
inch of our holy texts, without ever having read them. He speaketh of 
things only we would know of! He is a vessel of great information. If he 
doth not come from the Builder’s holy sanctuary, where doth he come 
from?” 

The footsteps drew closer over the moment’s pause in their 
discussion. “I do not know, Brother Regulus, but there is 



174 

 

something…wrong about him. I do not trust him. He hath too much 
respect for the heretic Karras’ teachings. Hath he not brought one of the 
heretic’s own creations in amongst us? And not just among us, but into 
the workrooms in the catacombs, where our holy dead layeth in peace?” 

“Hush!” the other said, lowering his voice still further. “Brother 
Smegglen didst warn me that the Hammer might install the heretic’s 
security eyes about the cathedral.” 

“See?” the other Hammerite did not seem concerned about the 
volume of his voice. “This is what I fear! That he doth claim Karras is 
sitting beside the Builder’s right hand, that he hath earned the Builder’s 
respect! It is heresy, I tell thee!”  

The two Hammerites passed in front of Sherry’s hiding place, and 
she pressed back against the stones, as though she might be able to 
submerge herself within them for better concealment.  

“Thou shouldst not say such things, Brother Artech. The Hammer 
doth have a violent and passionate rage against those who challenge 
him.” 
           “He is but a boy! With one swift stroke of mine hammer, I could-” 

“Do not say it, or we shalt both feel his wrath! I beg thee, Brother 
Artech, Anslom, please. The priests doth say that the Hammer is indeed a 
messenger from the Builder. To challenge the Hammer is to challenge 
them as well! Thou wouldst do well to remember to guard thy tongue, if 
not for your own sake, then do so for a friend.” 

The two Hammerites passed along the corridor toward the end of 
the hall. The first mumbling something under his breath, which Sherry 
could not hear, until—just as they turned the corner—he said loudly, 
“What is this automobile he speaks of, anyway? Sounds like pagan 
witchcraft to me!”  

She heard them laugh and listened as it faded down the hall. Then 
quietly, she hurried back the way she had come. Unsure of where to go, 
she had passed several doors, one of which bore a placard labeling the 
place she now must go, though she loathed the thought of it. She pushed 
through the door and felt the already chill air drop several degrees, 
making her shiver as her breath turned to steam. She closed the door 
behind her and found herself in almost absolute darkness. The stairs 
descending in front of her were only visible by the weak light of a torch 
at the bottom. Even her quiet breathing seemed to carry unnervingly well 
in the cold air, and she heard her own sigh whisper down the stairs like a 
ghost. She looked down at the flask in her trembling, clammy hands and 
debated using it. Would ghosts or the walking dead be deceived by an 
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invisibility potion? Not days ago, she would have never thought such 
things even existed. She would have laughed at the patron who 
mentioned such hocus-pocus things and would have turned him away as 
a drunk. But she had seen things in these last few days that she never 
thought she would ever see in her life. She couldn’t deny that the walking 
dead were real, and dangerous.  

Biting her lip, Sherry pushed the idea from her mind. When it was 
needed.  

And it would be needed. 
   
 
 “Joining the crew of ol’ Fallhorn, eh?” the scabby man behind the 
counter said as he leaned forward, surveying Otto with a mocking, 
patronizing gleam in his eyes. “Have you ever seen Fallhorn, lad? You’d 
remember if you had. Bull of a man, patched eye, real mean looking 
teeth. He’ll eat you for breakfast, my laddy boy, that he will. Won’t he, 
Pollux?” 
 “Aye,” the younger, cleaner man replied as he hoisted the giant 
tome of the shipping records onto the table in front of them. He was 
dressed more like a clerk than a sailor, and his hair was combed neatly 
and shone with what was likely some form of hair product. He glanced 
up briefly at Daphne and seemed to flush a bit around the cheeks, but she 
couldn’t be sure under that swarthy skin of his. His eyes were dark and 
penetrating. “That he will.” 
 “Would the ladies care for a drink?” the old sailor asked, leaning 
back in the seat with an open flask he’d pulled from his jacket pocket 
while his young coworker fetched the quill pen. “This here stuff is 
downright mystical. Brought it all the way from the Beachseed Isles in 
the tropics. Natives drink it like its water. Don’t know how they keep 
their heads on right.” He scratched his gut with his grimy hand and took a 
drawn-out swig.  
 “Thanks, but I’m sure we’re all set,” Megan said, emphasizing the 
chill in her voice as Otto peered at the giant book.  

The scabby man leaned forward in his seat, across the counter and 
leered at her. “You’re a right tart little trollop, aren’t you, lassy?” His 
voice went low and gruff when he added, “I like that in a woman.” 

Megan’s face went red from her neck to her hair, and Daphne 
stifled a chuckle as the young man came back with the quill and ink.  

“Fat ugly oafs aren’t exactly my type,” Megan growled back, fists 
clenched at her side. 
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“Oh, ho ho!” the crusty sailor laughed, bringing his meaty hand 
down on the counter so hard Otto jumped and nearly spilled the ink pot. 
“Like fire, this one! Careful, missy, or you’ll make me lose my mind 
faster than this here drink will!”  

The thought that talking back actually made the creep more 
interested changed Megan’s flushed face slightly green, and she crossed 
her arms defensively across her chest as his greasy eyes rolled up and 
down her. She looked ready to puke.  

“He said it was the The Moon Keeper, I think. That sounds almost 
like what it was.” Otto stumbled over the name as his eyes darted down 
the record, searching for something with a track that would bring them 
generally close to Northermeed. His stumbling seemed to irritate the 
young clerk, who glared down at the record. 

“It must be the Eyes-O’-Pearl,” he said curtly. “That’s the only 
ship Captain Fallhorn is sailing currently.” 

“But that name doesn’t sound right,” Otto said, whining in just 
the right tone to make the young clerk almost cross his eyes with 
frustration.  

“Well, if you’re sailing under Captain Fallhorn, that’s the only 
ship it could be!” 

“Maybe it wasn’t Captain Fallhorn,” Daphne put in sweetly, 
peering over Otto’s shoulder. The clerk’s eyes darted briefly down to her 
chest, and now Megan was certain he had blushed. “Do you remember if 
the man said Fallhorn? Perhaps it was Melbourne?” 

“That- That could have been what he said,” Otto stammered, 
frowning.  

“Do you remember what the man looked like?” the clerk asked. 
His tone had changed completely, and he tried to turn the book to help 
them search.  

“No, wait. I think I’ll know it if I see it.” Otto twisted the book 
back toward him, out of the hands of the clerk. There was a brief moment 
when Megan was sure the clerk would burst into curses, but with a 
furtive glance at Daphne, he swallowed whatever obscenities were at the 
tip of his tongue.  

It was clear that their delay was starting to be slightly suspicious, 
for the older man said, “You ladies must be awfully brave to let your 
little brother rush of to sea at the first suggestion of it. Much more so 
because the lad can’t even remember the name of the ship!” 

“Well, it’s what he really wants to do,” Daphne said, glancing at 
Megan for support.  
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“He’s always liked the sea,” Megan stated, still avoiding eye 
contact with the grimy ex-sailor. “Our father was a sailor, you see.” 

“Was he now?” the old man had eyes only for her, and she fought 
to keep the revulsion from her face. “Where was his home port?” 

“A little south of here,” Megan lied.  
“Southport, mayhaps?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
“What did you say his name was?” 
“I didn’t.” Megan was starting to become flustered by all of his 

overly-interested questions, and she feared that much more of this quick-
fire interrogation would unravel the flimsy lies they had already spun. 
“Have you figured out which ship it is?” she asked, trying to look over 
Otto’s other shoulder without leaning too close to the scrutinizing old 
man.  

“Yes, I think they’re right,” Otto said, pointing to the entry for the 
Eyes-O’-Pearl. “I think it was Captain Fallhorn. I’m pretty sure it was. 
Look, it says it leaves tonight at the tide. Isn’t that what the man told 
me?” 

Megan nodded, trying to convincingly play the part of the 
interested and concerned older sister. “I believe so, but do be sure. Sissy, 
is that the right ship?” She looked over at Daphne and found her friend 
making eyes at the young clerk.  

“Seamus? That’s a cute name,” Daphne was saying, flitting her 
eyelashes and twisting as she stood. She yelped when Megan punched 
her lightly in the arm, and scowled at her.  

“What?” Daphne demanded under her breath. “You’ve got Raife, 
why shouldn’t I have a little fun, too?” 

The fire-engine red of Megan’s cheeks flared up again and the 
mortified look on her face made Daphne shrug and smirk. As Megan’s 
lips searched for the right words, Daphne leaned over Otto’s shoulder, 
looked at where he pointed, and with a nod said, “Yes. That’s the one, 
dear. Where should he sign?” 

The clerk jumped to flip to the appropriate roster page, and as he 
did so, Megan leaned in close to Daphne’s ear and rasped, “I don’t know 
what you’re talking about. I was just trying to stop you from looking like 
a slut!” 

Daphne scoffed and rolled her eyes. “You’re just jealous because 
the cute one likes me, and the creepy one likes you.” She said it just loud 
enough that Megan shot back from her, glaring, and casting an 
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uncomfortable glance at the old man behind the counter. He hadn’t 
apparently heard.  

When Otto has scribbled his illegible name across the blank line 
at the bottom of the roster, he handed the quill back to the clerk. “Is there 
anything else I need to do?” he asked, sounding completely genuine in 
his interest. 

“Just make the boat on time, lad,” the old man said. “Pack up no 
more than a few little trinkets and socks, got it? There isn’t any storage 
space on the ship for a scamp like you, so keep it small.” 

“Aye, I understand!” Otto said. “Thanks a lot!” 
The old man was too busy returning to his flask to pay any 

attention as the three turned and headed out of the office, and the young 
clerk was too distracted by Daphne’s leaving to say anything in response.  

The moment they stepped out onto the street, Otto gestured to a 
side alley, to which he made a beeline, as though more than willing to 
leave them behind. He actually looked slightly angry. When Megan and 
Daphne finally arrived at his location, he turned on them and growled, 
“What’s wrong with you two? You almost gave us completely away with 
that nonsense in there! Why couldn’t you just sit back and keep your 
mouths shut?” 

Megan flared up immediately and looked about ready to strike 
him. “You better watch your own mouth, or so help me I’ll send you 
packing right back to your mother! This may be your plan, but it’s our 
mission, and we can still hogtie you and leave you behind. Or better yet-
!” she added through clenched teeth, “-we could just hand you over to ol’ 
Captain Fallhorn and let him deal with you! I’m starting to think I’d like 
to see you sail away to the tropics!”  

The boy seemed to actually quail under her verbal assault, for the 
annoyance on his face fell immediately and he seemed to shrink in on 
himself. Daphne tried to calm Megan down, to let the kid off the hook, 
and made the mistake of touching her arm.  

“As for you!” Megan nearly shouted, whirling on her. “What hair-
brained train of logic makes any of what you said in there make any- I 
mean, really! You think that me and- and-” She gestured violently with 
her hands as though unable to force her mouth to speak the words in her 
head. “I don’t even like him! And I’m tired of hearing people insinuate 
that- that-”  

Daphne had never seen Megan so enraged before, and it did truly 
frighten her. But likewise, a little flame of her own had sparked up, a 
little fire that didn’t like being talked to in such a tone. Her skin felt tight, 
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and everything looked slightly green. “Relax!” she hissed, barely 
noticing the soft, multiple layers in her voice. “And cut Otto some slack. 
This was his plan, and it’s going to work! As for what I mentioned, I was 
only joking! I know you and Raife hate each other, all right? It’s just 
funny to make you mad, that’s all! Besides, you said I looked like a slut!” 

Her own outburst seemed to strike some fear into her friend, 
whose angry blush had faded to ashen, and whose mouth was open and 
mute. Even Otto seemed slightly stunned and had pulled back a little, 
pushing his back against the wall.  

“Is she okay?” he whispered to Megan, and Megan took a little 
too long to nod.  

Daphne quickly realized what had started to happen, and in her 
horror, she swallowed down every ounce of anger she felt. She hadn’t 
even been that angry, only irritated. Was that all it took now that she no 
longer had the Hammerite talisman? She shivered and the fear snuffed 
out the last spark of anger. “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I- I wasn’t thinking-
” 

“It’s fine,” Megan said quickly. “Let’s not ever mention any of 
this again. I overreacted. I was just scared that they might figure out what 
we were doing, but you’re right. I was totally out of line. I’m sorry.” 

Daphne crossed her arms and looked down at the ground. She 
could still see the fear in Megan’s face. “Forget about it. And don’t look 
at me like that,” she whispered. “I don’t like this any more than you do.”  

She felt a warm hand on her shoulder and saw Megan smile. It 
was a weak, perhaps forced smile, but the attempt was enough. “I didn’t 
even realize-” she murmured. “I wasn’t even that mad, it just-” 

“I know,” Megan replied. “It’s fine. You couldn’t help it. We’ll 
work through this together, okay?”  

Daphne nodded. “Right.” Then, turning to Otto with a nervous 
huff, she asked, “So what’s next?” 

Otto’s concern melted into a sly grin. “Follow me,” he said, and 
the three of them hurried down the back alley, away from the docks and 
toward the warehouses.   

 
 

 


