
P r o l o g u e

A figure slipped from the Rif ’twine Forest in the predawn glow. One 
bony hand gripped a gnarled walking stick, the other a box wrapped 

in oilskin. His dark cloak camouflaged him as he hastened across the narrow 
stretch of land between the forest and the towering walls of Gwyndorr. But 
he knew first light was approaching.

The man slunk toward the Birch Grove, a stone’s throw away from the 
town gate. Guards’ voices and dogs’ howls rang clearly through the crisp 
morning air and, as he glanced up, he could see the flicker of moving torches 
on the upper bailey. 

The man reached the Grove and silently felt his way between the trees. 
Planted more than a hundred years ago, they were tall but did not grow as 
prolifically as the Rif ’twine’s plant life, and he soon found the perfect place 
to bury the box. He dropped to his knees, digging in the soft soil to the harder 
ground below. The smell of damp earth—so full of life—filled him with a 
pang of longing for his homeland. 

His fingers ached by the time the hole was deep enough and he could lay 
the box in the hollow. Before he could cover it over, he heard the comfortingly 
familiar rustle of wings. 

“Tabeal,” he whispered in greeting as the red bird landed next to him, her 
breast glowing a warm gold. “This is the place.”

Her call was soft but urgent, and he looked up to see the light patches of 
sky through the trees. He had taken too long.

“I know. Time is short.”
 He covered the box with soil, patting it down before scattering the spot 

with leaves to hide the evidence of his work. As he clambered back to his feet, 
the bird let out another low call and this time he understood more fully. The 
time grew short for all of them. The chains were tightening. 

He retraced his steps through the Birch Grove, back to the open stretch 
of land between the wall and the forest. 



The guards spotted the man when he was still a good distance from the 
forest and immediately let loose their dogs.

“He won’t be able to outrun Brute!” one burly guard shouted to his com-
panion as they ran in pursuit.

It did not take the dogs long to reach the man. They felled him, ripping 
first into his cloak and then deeper into the flesh of his hands, which were 
stretched out protectively in a plea for mercy.

 The guards laughed as his cries reached them over the rocky ground. 
“They’ll take a good chunk out of him before we get there.”

Suddenly the growling frenzy changed to yelps of pain. The dogs jumped 
away from the man as if struck by lightning, just before a convulsive shaking 
overtook their bodies, driving them to the ground. 

 “What the …?”
The guards, too, were knocked down. Later, they would be unable to ex-

plain the force that brought it about. A shattering sound pulsed deep into 
their heads, as waves of searing pain assaulted them. Eventually the agony 
overtook them, and they slipped into dark oblivion.

When they came around, they could not tell how much time had passed. 
Their heads ached as if they had drunk too much mead the previous night. 
The whimpering dogs slunk toward their masters, tails between their legs. 
There was no sign of the man. Only chunks of his woolen cloak and a few 
drops of blood showed where the dogs had taken him down.
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Shara startled awake. There was a commotion in the courtyard—shouting 
and hooves clattering on cobblestone. She threw her feet over the edge 

of her straw pallet onto the icy stone floor and sat for a moment before 
stumbling to the shuttered window.

Her sleep-numbed fingers struggled to release the latch on the wooden 
shutter, but finally it gave way. Cool air seeped into her room. A blanket of 
clouds was rolling in from the east and the air carried the smell of approach-
ing rain. It was earlier than the household normally stirred awake. From her 
second story window, she could see the courtyard and stables below, and 
beyond that the rooftops of Gwyndorr. 

An unfamiliar horse was tied to the tethering pole. Its rider was dressed 
in the uniform of a town guard and was speaking in a low, urgent tone to 
Randin. Shara’s uncle snatched the reins of his own horse, mounted, and—
together with the man—dashed toward the gate. The heavy gate swung open 
and for a moment Shara caught a tantalizing glimpse of the road and neigh-
boring houses before it clanged shut again. 

Shara turned away from the window and listened. All was quiet. Could this 
be the chance she had been waiting for? She crossed the room and creaked 
the door open a sliver, glancing at the two doors opposite her own. There 
was no sound from either of them. Olva, her aunt, seldom rose this early, 
but Ghris was usually gone before Shara awoke. Today her cousin’s door was 
still closed. 

It could open at any moment. If she was going to do what she had planned, 
she would have to do it quickly.

Shara padded down the steps on her bare feet, into the dining hall, the 
most beautiful room in the house. Warm rugs covered an intricately designed 
mosaic floor. A large hearth would normally welcome Olva and Randin’s 
important visitors with a blazing fire, although today no flames warmed the 
air. Olva’s expensive tastes were reflected in the jewel-bedecked vases, plates, 
and ornaments, displayed on the large mantel above the fireplace. Several 
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had been bought from foreign merchants who arrived in Gwyndorr in the 
warmer months to peddle their wares, but Randin, who had his own methods 
of procuring valuable goods, had given most of them to her.

Moving past the long wooden table and benches, she reached her intend-
ed destination—the one room forbidden to her. A last glance to the stairs 
showed she was still alone. Her heart pounded, as she pulled the brass handle 
down. It creaked loudly. She stopped, holding her breath to listen for move-
ment. After a long pause, she eased it down all the way and pushed. The door 
didn’t budge. Curse it! Had Randin locked it? No—maybe it was just stuck. 
She heaved her shoulder against the door and felt it shift. Yes! 

She slipped into the room and quickly closed the door behind her, stand-
ing dead still until her breathing returned to normal. It was only the third 
time that Shara had stood in Randin’s chamber. The first had been as a child 
of eight when Randin told her that he and Olva were not her real parents. 
The second—a few weeks ago—when he had forbidden her from spending 
time in the kitchen with Marai. 

The memory of this last encounter galvanized her into brazen action. 
Even if Randin returned right now and found her here, there was nothing 
left to lose, nothing more he could take from her. She paced past the large 
desk, to the shelves against the wall. Her eyes lingered on the leather-bound 
books. Would Randin even notice if one of them was gone? Unlikely—the 
only reason he owned them was because they were valuable. 

Yet, she had no time to page through them now. It was the ivory box she 
was after. Her gaze had fallen on it the day Randin imposed the kitchen-ban, 
and she had known it was no ordinary box. Something that beautiful might 
contain secrets. Maybe even hers. 

Cursing her short build, she stretched up to reach the box. Her fingers 
grazed it and she slowly edged it forward until she could grip it with her 
whole hand. When both hands had a steady hold on it, she lifted it from the 
shelf, and dropped down to the ground behind Randin’s desk to examine it.

Again she was struck by just how beautiful the box was. The ivory lid was 
carved into a pattern of intricate flowers and swirls. She traced them with her 
finger, before feeling along the ridge where the lid and base met, looking for 
a catch. When this failed, she tried to prod a fingernail into the small crack, 
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but the lid didn’t open. She turned it upside down and shook it. Something 
rattled inside, but the lid held fast.

For a moment she considered finding one of Randin’s daggers and forcing 
it open, but she discarded the idea. She had read once how bandits could 
break into locked rooms with a small, fine piece of wire, such as a hairpin. 
Instinctively, her fingers went to her own tangled mop of dark hair, but no 
hairpin held it together today. In fact, no hairpin held it together most days, 
for Shara seldom tried to tame it. 

It was then that another idea crept into her mind. Randin’s desk was made 
of a solid dark wood. Where would one hide something as important as a 
key in a solid desk like that? she wondered. A ridge of wood ran all the way 
around the desk, and Shara ran her fingers over its dusty, hidden interior 
until she reached the corner joint. It felt different. She dropped down and 
clambered under the desk to gain a better view of the joint. She glanced 
at the one opposite it and immediately saw that there was extra wood on 
this one, resting on two thin beams. Gently she pulled at the wood and as it 
slid toward her on the beams, her heart pounded with excitement. A secret 
compartment. Her fingers felt around for the box’s key, but all she felt was a 
hard, oval object. Nothing more than a rock. 

Yet, as she drew the object out, a small tremor passed through Shara. The 
rock was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Perfectly oval, its deep 
blue hue reminded her of an early evening sky and its gleaming surface, 
of moonlight. It felt comfortingly warm resting in her hand. This was no 
ordinary rock.

 A loud whine drew her attention. Loar. The dog’s timing couldn’t have 
been worse, for Ghris—who slept through the loudest of storms—would 
wake at the smallest whimper from his beloved Loar. Already, Shara thought 
she heard movement upstairs. 

 Shara ran to the desk and lifted the box back onto the shelf before pound-
ing out of the study. Only then did she realize that she was still gripping the 
rock. There was no time to put it back in the compartment for, above her, a 
door scraped open. 

“I’m down here, Ghris. I’ll let her in,” Shara called, slipping the rock into 
her pocket.
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Loar’s wide smile and wagging tail showed her joy as Shara pulled the main 
door open. She pushed a wet snout into Shara’s hand in her usual gesture of 
thanks. She wasn’t particularly big—her back was the height of Shara’s knee. 
Neither was she attractive, with her mottled coat of brown and black, and her 
one ear that perpetually folded forward even as the other stood upright. Yet 
her brown eyes were filled with intelligence, and she was a highly effective 
tracker dog, probably the only reason Randin allowed her to stay. For Shara, 
Loar’s greatest quality was her loyalty. 

“You realize quickly when the coast is clear, don’t you?” Shara stroked 
Loar’s head. Randin had expelled Ghris’s dog from the house the moment 
he laid eyes on the little runt Ghris had rescued. However, it never took Loar 
long to realize Randin was gone. 

The dog stood silently, tail wagging, although she glanced toward the 
stairs. Toward her Ghris. A surge of longing swept through Shara. If only 
she could be the object of such devotion and affection. 

 “Off you go then,” she whispered and, with a grateful lick, the dog bounded 
across the dining hall and up the stairs. 

Back in her own room, Shara laid aside the book her tutor, Brother Andreo, 
had given her to read and instead drew the rock out of her robe’s deep pocket. 
She marveled at the object’s loveliness. Fleetingly, she considered returning 
it to its hiding place, but something held her back. If the desk’s dustiness 
was anything to go by, Randin wouldn’t miss it soon. Surely it couldn’t do 
any harm to keep it for just a little while? 

• • •

Nicho pushed the door open a crack and looked out at the narrow, dirt road 
that wound through the Parashi Slum. Clouds billowed overhead, heavy with 
the coming storm. An old woman with a scarf-covered head edged along the 
road, and when she heard the door open, glanced back nervously. Nicho 
pulled deeper into the shadows and waited a few moments for her to disap-
pear before he opened the door again. One had to be careful in the slums. 
There were many who would spy on their neighbors for a couple of coins 
from a town guard. Even this old woman could be a Whisperer.
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His four young pupils, seated on the floor and speaking excitedly, were 
oblivious to the danger. 

“The Parashi Warriors are the best swordsmen in all of Tirragyl. One war-
rior can kill a hundred king’s men.”

“Yes, and my papa says that one day they will march from the Guardian 
Grotto to Gwyndorr and fight all the Highborns so that they can’t press us 
anymore.”

Nicho turned around. “You mean oppress, Elrin. And nobody knows for 
sure if the Warriors still exist. Now finish forming your last letter, lads, and 
then put away your charcoal pieces. Almost dawn. The Guard patrol will be 
here soon. And there’s a storm coming.”

“My uncle Zeb says it’s silly to learn letters,” Elrin said, rubbing the charcoal 
stains from his hands. “He says letters are soft but swords are sharp. He says 
you should teach us to fight, Nicho.”

“Letters are sharper than he thinks. Why would the Highborns forbid us 
from learning them otherwise? They fear what we Parashi can become with 
some learning.”

 “But can you still teach us to fight, Nicho?”
“I’m no warrior, Elrin. Just a groom.” Nicho smiled at the boy’s crestfallen 

expression. “Come now, lad. Time to go. The coast is clear.”
The boy slipped out the door and ran down the street to the corner. He 

paused and looked back, giving Nicho a jaunty wave before disappearing 
from sight. Curse the boy! How many times had he told him not to do that? 
If anyone were watching, that wave could lead the Guards right to this house.

He signaled for the next boy to leave, and when he had disappeared from 
sight in the other direction, he opened the door wide enough to let out the 
oldest boy, Jabon.

“Bye, Nicho.” Jabon smiled. “See you next Friday?”
“Right. Get going now. The patrol will be here soon.”
No sooner had the boy dashed from the door, than Nicho heard the sound 

of hoofbeats. It was too late to call a warning to Jabon as two horsemen gal-
loped from the direction of the main town.

Jabon had seen them and started to run to the alley between the closest 
houses. The horsemen reined in hard, and Nicho—watching through the slit 
of the open door—felt a surge of dread. He eased the door closed and cursed.
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“What is it?” Rosa, the mother of the remaining boy, had just appeared 
from the sleeping area.

“It’s Captain Randin.” His master. What in the abyss was he doing here this 
early in the morning?

“Where? Is he outside?” Simhew ran to the window.
“Don’t!” Rosa drew her son back.
Nicho pushed flat against the door. “If he finds me here …” 
“Did the boys get out before he arrived?” Rosa asked.
“I think the first two were out of sight already, but he definitely saw Jabon.”
“And the morning bell hasn’t rung yet.” Rosa bit her lip. “He’ll know the 

lad is up to no good, out before the curfew lifts. They could drag his skinny 
rear end into a Rifter Gang faster than he recites his letters. He’s the perfect 
size for them to make him a rooter.”

“Jabon’s a shrewd lad. He was heading for the slum alleys and few know 
them as well as he does,” Nicho said. “The captain wouldn’t be able to make 
it through them on a horse anyway.”

“I hope you’re right, Nicho.”
They stood in anxious silence for a while. 
“Shall I make us a nice hot cup of origo?” Rosa said eventually.
Nicho shook his head, somewhat regretfully. Although he was only seven-

teen and Rosa almost ten years older, he enjoyed talking to her. She was one 
of the few Parashi who agreed that the battle against the Highborns would be 
won through knowledge rather than the sword, and he admired her courage 
for letting them have lessons at her house. The other parents wanted their 
sons to learn, but were too afraid to put themselves at risk.

“I promised Yasmin I’d check in on Derry and Nana.” He eased open the 
door to make sure the horsemen had left. “And I’ll check that Jabon arrived 
home safely after that.”

“Be careful, Nicho.”
A sense of unease gnawed at Nicho as he left Rosa’s house. If you put your 

finger to a flame, expect to be burnt, his mother always said. Today the flame 
had licked his hand.


