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	Condemned to death for the heinous crimes of conspiracy and high treason, the foreign wizard Chodros was disemboweled on the Bloodstone by the city headsman Master Tor. To the last the scoundrel refused to confess or repent.

	— Chronicle of the Ducal City of Mindor

	The distinctive toll of the prison bell quickly drew a crowd, eager to follow the tumbrel that must soon emerge from the prison gate and carry the condemned man to his death. Six weeks had passed since the shocking exposure of a plot to assassinate his grace, Lord Tothril, Eighth Duke of Mindor in the Empire of Ondiran. Seven accused conspirators had already been executed, and the city was alive with rumors that today was finally the day for the wizard Chodros, the alleged ringleader, to join them. The previous executions, which included two of the wizard’s servants, had been suitably gruesome, so the populace had understandably high expectations for this one—as did the vendors of spicy sausage, roasted chestnuts, and warm beer, who hastened to wheel their carts out through Badger’s Gate to the large field holding the execution platform, known locally as the Bloodstone.

	With their throngs of excited, distracted spectators, public executions also present a prime opportunity for pickpockets and cutpurses. The death knell therefore served as an urgent summons for the denizens of Dob the Fence’s dockside warehouse—including their latest recruit, Thonir, a scruffy sixteen-year-old, whose short black hair looked as though he had cut it with a penknife, as in fact he had. Unlike many of his companions, however, Thonir detested executions, along with the exemplary floggings, brandings, and maimings to which those convicted of lesser crimes were routinely subjected on the Bloodstone. Small for his age, he had been much bullied by larger boys as a youngster, and this mistreatment—while kindling an enduring spark of rage deep inside him—had also instilled an abhorrence of cruelty and all who perpetrated it.

	To be sure, Thonir had a personal reason to frown on this particular execution, for up until the day of Chodros’s arrest six weeks earlier he had been the wizard’s apprentice.

	[image: scene-break symbol]

	Thonir had been lucky to avoid arrest himself. Sent to a nearby alchemist’s shop to procure ingredients for one of Chodros’s potions, he had returned to find members of the city watch leading the wizard’s servants away in chains, while even more dramatic events played out within the wizard’s house itself. Presently, the duke’s personal sorcerer emerged, looking uncharacteristically disheveled, followed by eight watchmen, two of whom were dragging an unconscious Chodros.

	His pulse racing, Thonir hastened to slip away before anyone noticed him. Finding temporary sanctuary in an Asardian temple, he struggled to compose his thoughts while pretending to pray. He was at a loss to see how he would now complete his magical training. Chodros was the only wizard in the ducal city, perhaps in the entire duchy (sorcery being the prevailing system of magic there), but even if he were not, who would risk taking on an apprentice whose previous master had been arrested? Wizardry was more prevalent in the Duchy of Hriss, some seventy leagues to the south, but that was a daunting journey for a boy who had never traveled more than a few miles beyond the city walls. He could not return home to his parents, either. Both had died four years earlier, shortly after he began his apprenticeship, during one of the frequent epidemics to sweep the city. Nor could he turn to friends, for at this point he had no one close. Working with Chodros had been isolating, and he had soon grown apart from his pre-apprenticeship playmates. He was, he concluded, very much alone and would have to rely upon his own resources.

	Admittedly, these appeared to consist of little more than a few spells, plus the handful of small coins he had received in change at the alchemist’s shop. Having no immediate use for the potion ingredients he had bought, he went back in the hope of returning them. The alchemist, however, had caught wind of Chodros’s arrest in the meantime and took unabashed advantage of the boy’s vulnerable position by refusing to buy back the ingredients for more than a quarter of their earlier purchase price. Thonir knew a useful charm spell and cast it covertly in the hope of obtaining a better deal, but the experienced old man not only resisted the attempt to influence him but retaliated, reducing his offer by half. Disgusted, the boy took the money and left, before the alchemist could cut the figure further.

	Risky though he knew it would be, Thonir was determined to salvage anything he could from Chodros’s house. He had spent years painstakingly copying out whatever Chodros had been willing to teach him, and while he had committed much of it to memory, no magician can remember everything—or, frankly, more than a small fraction of everything. Recovering his notes was therefore a high priority. As the sun set in the early evening, he stole back through the gradually emptying streets to the wizard’s townhouse. Over four hundred years old (if the date over the door was to be believed), it was a ramshackle structure, as Chodros had little patience for such mundane matters as routine maintenance. An ominously large member of the city watch stood guard at the door.

	“The duke’s sorcerer has sent me to retrieve more of the wizard’s papers,” Thonir announced, as confidently as he could. A charm spell, he knew, stood a better chance of success if accompanied by a plausible story. “As you can see, he’s given me the wizard’s key.” He produced his own. Now stand aside and let me pass! To his relief, the watchman stepped away from the door with no more than an idle remark about the weather.

	Thonir was not surprised to find the contents of the house turned upside down. He started in his own room. Vexingly, his lesson notes were gone. Fortunately, the watchmen had not found his secret place beneath the floorboards. Chodros had not been a generous teacher: he was secretive by nature, and apprenticing under him had taught Thonir to be devious. The boy rescued various scraps of parchments on which he had surreptitiously copied spells the master had not chosen to share. He also retrieved a pilfered piece of enchanted chalk (used for drawing protective circles), his meager savings from four years of paltry pocket money, and the penknife his father had given him, along with a small whetstone he had bought to keep it sharp. He then gathered his spare set of clothes, which the watchmen had strewn about the floor, and rolled them up in the woolen blanket from his bed.

	Moving on to Chodros’s study, he found a scene of even greater disorder. All of the wizard’s books and papers were gone, but he was pleased to find an empty leather tube, in which he could carry his rolled-up parchments. Even better, the watchmen had not recognized Chodros’s enchanted self-inking quill for what it was. Unfortunately, the duke’s sorcerer had found and cleaned out the wizard’s two hiding places, only one of which Thonir had known about himself.

	The watchmen had helped themselves to most of the food in the kitchen and pantry, notwithstanding its negligible evidentiary value. Thonir was nonetheless able to scrounge half a loaf of day-old bread and a little cheese. He also took a spoon, a knife, and a wooden drinking cup, as well as a flint and steel from next to the fireplace. He knew how to produce fire by magic, but it never hurt to have a backup method. Finally, he found a sack in which to stash his various treasures. If he was to survive life on the streets, he would need them.
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	Thonir caught up with the tumbrel shortly after it reached Badger’s Gate. Chodros had been fitted with an engraved steel and brass “magician’s collar,” a device enchanted to drain away the wearer’s magical power, rendering him unable to cast spells. He nevertheless stood defiantly erect, while the executioner heated a large pair of iron tongs in a cauldron of flaming pitch prepared there in advance by his assistant. “Nip him!” shouted someone in the crowd. “Nip the Esdiric bastard!” (The Ondir did not much care for the Esdir, and the ornery wizard had done little over the years to dissuade his neighbors from their prejudice.) The executioner first lifted the tongs high in the air, so the crowd could see they were glowing red, then brought them together, first upon his victim’s left bicep, then upon his right, as dictated by the sentence of the court. Each time there was a brisk sizzle, and the scent of burning flesh wafted over the crowd. Chodros, who was a tough old bird, managed not to scream, but he could not help groaning loudly through clenched teeth. The crowd cheered and whistled, as though they were attending a sporting event.

	Thonir swore softly. He had little affection for Chodros, who had been a hard master, but he had no wish to see the man suffer. The entire barbaric spectacle—which would shortly get much worse—repelled him. He knew a spell that would anesthetize Chodros against the worst of the pain (ironically, one of those Chodros had declined to teach him), but the execution of the wizard’s housekeeper two weeks earlier had taught him to wait. Balancing the strength of the spell and its duration required a high degree of fine control and judgment. By expending every last bit of his magical power (called silendras in the mystical language of wizardry—or korethi in the mystical language of sorcery), he had been able to spare the housekeeper the agony of the tongs, only to see the spell wear off before the ordeal of the actual execution was over.

	Accordingly, he now followed the tumbrel the rest of the way to the Bloodstone, where he deferred his spell until the last possible moment. The wizard was given a chance to confess his crimes and express contrition, but he declined to do either, instead protesting his innocence and denouncing the proceedings that had convicted him. He thereby not only angered the crowd but encouraged the executioner to show no mercy when he sliced open Chodros’s abdomen and began slowly to extract his intestines.

	Thonir put everything he had into his anesthetizing spell, enabling Chodros to display an astonishing degree of sangfroid as his horrific ordeal went forward. The boy then turned his back on the Bloodstone, having no desire to watch. He was, in any case, supposed to be there to steal.
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	While Thonir might have been friendless and alone following Chodros’s arrest, unfortunately that did not mean that no one in the city knew him. He had therefore quickly done what he could to alter his appearance. Exchanging the respectable garb of an apprentice for some worn-out rags helped, as well as bringing in a few more small coins (though he kept his spare set of clothes in the wistful hope of someday wearing them again). He cut his shoulder-length hair and rubbed a little dirt into it. He also smeared some dirt on his face. On a superficial level, at least, the transformation from Thonir, wizard’s apprentice, to Thon, street urchin, was complete. Adjusting mentally to the setback in his fortunes would take longer.

	He had enough money to keep himself fed for the first few days, but sleeping rough proved unpleasant, for the spring weather still grew cold at night. Even worse was avoiding conflict with the more aggressive elements of the city’s criminal underclass. Indeed, his initial encounter with members of Dob’s juvenile band was fraught with danger, and he had avoided coming to harm only by the use of magic. When word of the incident got back to Dob, however, the kidsman readily saw the value of obtaining a homeless boy magician for his stable of delinquents and immediately set out to recruit him in person.

	Dob was an unprepossessing man in his mid-fifties, with watery blue eyes, a bad limp, and a scraggly brown beard streaked with gray, but there was little he did not know about thievery or the ins and outs of the Mindoric demimonde. He dressed unobtrusively and carried a lead-cored walking stick with which he could, when he thought it necessary, deliver quite a wallop. On this occasion, understanding the mentality of the typical sixteen-year-old boy, he brought with him a comely sixteen-year-old girl, the raven-haired Ora, who was perhaps inevitably known by the nickname “Oraminta” (the Ondiric word for a type of delectable fruit-filled pastry).

	To be sure, Dob would have had no great difficulty persuading Thonir to join him, even without the help of the alluring Oraminta. Four days and five nights on the street had left the boy singularly receptive to the promise of a roof over his head, food in his belly, and protection from urban predators. He was not so naive as to imagine that Dob was a trustworthy character (anymore than that Oraminta would take a genuine interest in him), but he calculated that so long as he made himself useful, Dob would have cause to regard him as an asset and treat him accordingly.
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	Having no training as a pickpocket initially, Thonir had adopted the guise of a beggar child and relied upon charm spells to induce people to surrender coins to him. Knowing he would have no silendras to spare on charms when the day of Chodros’s execution came, the boy had held back some of his takings on previous good days, so as to have a respectable sum to surrender to Dob afterward. He used magic to avoid being detected in doing so, because the kidsman was keenly aware that his charges were tempted to “skim” for their own profit, and he punished it harshly.

	As the execution began, Thonir went through the motions of begging all the same, pleading for alms from the bloodthirsty crowd, but without the help of charms he was having a thin time of it. He had already had his ears boxed twice, when an indignant cooper grabbed him firmly by the arm and began to belabor him with a hoop driver, the short iron-shod wooden tool used to force hoops down into position on barrels.

	“You want my hard-earned brass? Take that, you slothful boy!” the cooper shouted. “And that!”

	Unlike the rest of the gang, whom Dob paired off to pick pockets (the “bumper” to distract the mark and the “lifter” to steal the purse), Thonir operated alone, which meant he had no one to look out for him when things went wrong. Luckily, on this occasion his plight attracted the attention of Oona, a feisty eight-year-old, who was nicknamed “the Needle,” because she always carried one and was not afraid to use it. Seeing Thonir in trouble, she ran up behind the cooper and gave him a quick jab in the hock, the hollow behind the knee. The man bellowed, as his knee buckled, enabling the boy to break away and make a run for it, while Oona melted back into the crowd.

	After making his escape, Thonir turned his attention briefly to the execution, as it continued on its gruesome course. He sensed the mood of the crowd splitting between those who were impressed and moved by Chodros’s apparent stoicism and those who were disappointed and bored by it. The executioner sensed it, too, and—notwithstanding his earlier determination to show no mercy to an unrepentant criminal—began to side with those now calling for a quick end for the brave wizard. At the same time, he worried that the others might riot if the performance failed to live up to their exacting standards. He therefore made a great show of continuing to extract the remaining lengths of bowel, long after he had signaled for his assistant to pierce Chodros’s heart with a metal skewer.

	Thonir did not know whether his dour former master had actually been guilty of conspiring to kill the duke. He thought it unlikely, but not outside the realm of possibility. He was certain, however, that the wizard’s late manservant and housekeeper had both been innocent. Whatever villainy Chodros might have been involved in himself, he would never have trusted his two servants sufficiently to include them. The boy spat angrily on the ground. The manservant he had never liked, but the housekeeper had been perhaps his only friend in the world, and in the end he had let her down.

	Somehow the thought prompted him to spend two Mindoric farthings on a pocketful of fresh strawberries as a thank-you gift for Oona.
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	Gangs of homeless juveniles—often organized and exploited by a predatory adult, or “kidsman”—began to appear in the larger cities by the late medieval period. They typically engaged in begging, picking pockets, petty larceny, and in some cases prostitution.

	— Crime and Punishment in Medieval Ondiran

	Evidently Thonir had misjudged how much Dob expected him to bring in.

	“’Tain’t much for an execution,” the kidsman grumbled. “You ain’t holdin’ out on me, are you, boy?”

	Thonir hastened to deny any such thing. “It just wasn’t a very good crowd, boss,” he insisted. “Rich folk don’t come out to the Bloodstone unless it’s for one of their own. You told me that yourself.” 

	Oraminta smirked at her pickpocketing partner and boyfriend, a thuggish seventeen-year-old known as “Pink” to his face and “Puke” behind his back. “We did all right,” she pointed out. “I bet Magic-Boy is holding out on you, Dob.”

	Thonir shot her a poisonous look. She might be pretty, with a body that haunted his hormonal adolescent dreams, but he had realized early on that she was the worst of Dob’s generally bad lot—though Puke came in a close second.

	“Thon knows better than that, boss,” objected a painfully thin fifteen-year-old named Ksol, a talented burglar whom Thonir had come tentatively to consider a friend. “Me and Fats had a shitty day, too.”

	“Shut up, Wormy,” said Puke, giving the smaller boy a shove that sent him sprawling onto the packed-dirt floor of the warehouse. He evidently felt he could do so with impunity, as Dob generally turned a blind eye to his misdeeds. “Nobody cares what you think.”

	Dob rapped his walking stick impatiently on an old wooden crate. “Empty your pockets,” he told Thonir. “Now!”

	With a sorrowful glance at Oona, Thonir produced the strawberries. “These didn’t come out of my takings, boss,” he insisted, hoping for mitigation. “I stole them from a fruit vendor on the way back. Honest!”

	“Either way, what you steal belongs to me, boy!” Dob confiscated the berries but refrained from striking Thonir with the walking stick, as he likely would have done with any of his other miscreants. He knew enough to be wary of the fledgling wizard’s mystical powers. “Now get out of my sight!”

	Thonir gave Ksol a hand getting up from the floor. Then, with what little dignity they could muster, the two slunk out of the warehouse and into the street.
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	Adapting to life in Dob’s crew had been a process. The other children were all conversant with the Mindoric underworld’s folkways, including its thieves’ cant and secret sign-language. Although Thonir was a quick study, his initial ignorance of these things, coupled with his educated way of speaking, made him the object of a certain amount of ridicule. Although he was used to that from Chodros, he still found it humiliating.

	Fortunately, after their painful initial encounter on the street, Puke and his chief cronies—a pair of fifteen-year-olds known as “Grub” and “Scrod”—were sufficiently leery of “Magic-Boy” to leave him largely alone. All three were beefy, muscular youths, however—having helped themselves, over the years, to more than their fair share of the food—and Thonir, to his shame, could not summon the courage to defend the other children from their predations. The three could so easily catch him unawares, if they chose to, especially at night. Thonir did not have enough enchanted chalk to draw protective circles around his patch of floor on an on-going basis, and “sleeping with one eye open” remained for him a mere metaphor rather than something he could actually do (though he had heard there was a wizarding spell to accomplish it). Admittedly, he was a little more successful in thwarting the abuses of the trio’s obnoxious hanger-on, “Slinker,” a ten-year-old bully-boy in training, who curried favor with them by terrorizing the younger children.

	Oraminta, the only member of Puke’s clique with any brains, ruled over the girls in the warehouse with subtle skill, keeping them quarreling, divided, and cowed (apart from Oona the Needle—no one except Dob himself had the slightest control over that one). Oraminta also did her best to encourage Puke’s worst instincts, for his propensity to violence aroused and excited her. For some reason she also seemed to enjoy teasing and vexing Thonir, much to his annoyance.

	With regard to some of the other teenagers, Thonir got along well enough with Ksol (“Wormy”) and Porg (“Fats”). Thonir was quite sure Ksol did in fact suffer from worms, and he felt guilty for having failed to memorize the simple spell to banish them that Chodros had taught him and that now resided, unreachable, among the notes confiscated by the city watch. In contrast to the skinny Ksol, Porg was unique in Dob’s gang for having somehow put on the weight one might have expected of a fashionable lady at the ducal court. In any event, the two shared a ravenous appetite for food and devoted a great deal of ingenuity to stealing enough to sate it, sometimes with Thonir’s assistance, for he could cast spells to befuddle vendors at market and render them easy marks.

	There were fewer girls than boys in the gang, and they were mostly in Oraminta’s thrall, one way or another. The older ones followed her lead in looking to make trouble for Thonir, who tried—not very successfully—to ignore them.

	The younger children Thonir regarded as a largely undifferentiated mob, with the exception of a few notable personalities like Slinker and the Needle. Another was a persistent nine-year-old who pestered Thonir to teach him wizardry. An experienced magician gains the ability to detect magical power in others, and Thonir was advanced enough to sense that this boy possessed very little.

	All told, the inhabitants of the warehouse numbered twenty-three, including Dob himself, who lived in what had once been the warehouse manager’s office, where he had an actual bed and a small but efficient woodstove that kept the room comfortably warm. The children dwelled in the main part of the warehouse, which was cavernous, drafty, and cold, notwithstanding the derelict old stove set up in one corner, flanked by two rickety double bunk-beds, one on each wall. Oraminta and Puke took the one on the left, Grub and Scrod the one on the right. Most of the other children had to make do with the floor—their proximity to the stove being determined by their size and ferocity—although a couple of the bolder spirits had rigged up hammocks far above, near the rafters, to take advantage of the rising warm air.

	Thonir was glad to have the woolen blanket he had brought with him, as well as the sack of spare clothes he used as a pillow. Not everyone was so lucky. Being accustomed, however, to a room of his own—spartan though it had been—he disliked living in close quarters with so many other people. The fetid air in the warehouse reeked, reminding him of the cage in which he had kept a pet ferret when a small boy. Worse yet, by his second day with the gang, Thonir had fleas, by his fourth, lice. He berated himself for not having memorized the spell Chodros had taught him that would have exterminated these bloodsuckers, but at the time it had not seemed nearly so important as it did now.
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	Belief in magic was widespread in the medieval period. Indeed, purported magicians adhered to several competing schools. Those professing sorcery were most prevalent in Ondiran and Tserenets, wizardry in Esdiron and Iniroch, thaumaturgy in the lands further west.

	— The Encyclopædia Ondiricana (12th ed.)

	“Damn,” said Thonir, as he and his skinny friend retreated from the warehouse in disgrace. “I’m sorry, Ksol. I shouldn’t let Puke push you around like that.”

	Ksol rubbed his bruised buttock philosophically. Being so thin, he had very little padding. “That’s all right,” he said. “He’s a big, mean bastard. Someday he’ll come to a big, mean end. I just hope I’m there to see it.”

	They turned onto a street particularly favored by the port’s large colony of seagulls, whose droppings were everywhere. Looking up, Thonir confirmed that several dozen of the birds were perched on the roofs above, while others swooped and wheeled through the air overhead, crying and squawking. Fats had told him that Ksol was partial to seagull eggs and sometimes risked his neck climbing up to raid their nests. It was a tricky business, because angry gulls could deliver some nasty pecks, but Ksol knew what he was doing and rarely came away bloodied.

	The boy seemed to read Thonir’s thoughts. “Naw,” he said. “Too early in the year. They ain’t nestin’ yet. Besides, nighttime’s better for stealin’ eggs.”

	Passing into a less guano-encrusted street, they encountered a wiry youth
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