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Chapter One

THE stripes of sunlight on the cell floor slowly narrowed. Raffa had been staring at them for what seemed like hours, willing them to disappear.

“Echo?” he called softly. “Time to look for Da.”

The Garrison’s stone walls were dank with mold and mildew, slimy in some places, furred with moss in others. Echo, a tiny bat, was hanging from a chink in the stone. He stretched his wings and chirped, “Look Da, where Da.”

Raffa’s father, Mohan, was also imprisoned somewhere in the Garrison. Ever since Echo had found Raffa in his cell three days earlier, Raffa had sent the bat out each evening to search for Mohan. But the prison was both vast and labyrinthine, and Echo had been unable to find him.

Raffa held out his forefinger, and Echo fluttered to perch there for a moment. “Try the daybirth side again,” he whispered. Echo had already searched in every direction . . . but perhaps Mohan was being moved around? In any case, Raffa had no choice but to keep trying. “And then come right back, you hear?”

“You hear,” Echo squeaked in response, and flew off.

As far as Raffa could tell, he was alone in this wing of the Garrison. On the two previous forays, Echo had returned and reported the presence of other prisoners elsewhere in the building, but no sighting of Mohan.

Raffa clutched at the bars and stared into the darkness. He heard the plink of water dripping into a puddle somewhere nearby. That was the only sound. Constructed of stone, the Garrison did not creak like a wooden building did.

The harder he listened, the thicker the silence became.

This time he’ll find him. Third time lucky, right?

The minutes stretched into hours. Raffa dozed off twice, even though he was standing; the second time, his head lolled, then jerked and hit the bars, a very rude awakening.

Finally he felt a slight movement in the air, followed by Echo landing on his sleeve.

“Ouch!” the bat said. During their early days together, Echo had alighted on Raffa’s shoulder and pinched him. Raffa had exclaimed “Ouch!” Now Echo used the word to mean something like “Landing!”

Raffa retreated to the rear of the cell and turned his back to the bars. “What happened?” he asked in a loud whisper. The silence was so complete, he was worried that the guards overhead would be able to hear the slightest murmur. “Did you find him?”

“Where Da,” Echo chirped sadly. “No Da.”

Raffa swallowed a groan of disappointment. He stroked the bat’s back with his fingertip, trying to comfort them both.

It had been months since Raffa had spoken to his father. They had been separated ever since Raffa had fled Gilden last fall. He had finally seen Da in, of all places, a courtroom, where both father and son had been accused of arson.

Making contact with Da would not, of course, get either of them out of the stone prison. But Echo’s nightly searches had given Raffa hope, even if those hopes were repeatedly dashed.

In the morning, the rattle of keys woke Raffa as usual. Echo was safely hidden, hanging inside a crack between two stones in the darkest corner of the cell. As Raffa sat up and rubbed his eyes, a guard opened the cell door and put a wooden trencher on the floor. It would hold either a gluey porridge of oats (on the good days) or a piece of hard bread.

The guard was accompanied by a servient carrying two buckets. Raffa exchanged them for the buckets in his cell—one for water, the other for waste. He was careful to keep the buckets on opposite sides of the cell.

The long day began. When he first arrived at the Garrison, Raffa had spent much of the time curled up on the pile of rotted straw that served as bedding. Echo’s arrival had changed that. Now gloom and despair were banished, as Raffa tried constantly to come up with plans for finding Da and escaping.

Echo slept for most of the day, which meant that Raffa still had no one to talk to for hours at a time. But what a difference it made, just to know that the bat was there, that he wasn’t alone!

Raffa ate breakfast: half of whatever was in the trencher. He took great pains to divide the food exactly in two, and prided himself on the discipline it took not to gobble the whole lot. He put the trencher on the floor near the cell door, where the light was best. This was no guarantee against rats, but at least he could see them and chase them away whenever they got too close.

Housekeeping next. His only real task was to stir up the pile of straw bedding, in what was probably a vain attempt to help it dry out.

Then a series of exercises—whatever he could do despite his injured hand. Sit-ups, leg lifts, stretches, running in place. When he finished, he started all over again.

Afterwards, he prodded the muscles of his calves. Getting stronger. Definitely.

Rest time. Raffa sat on the floor leaning against the heavy iron bars of the door. He spent hours trying to think of a way to escape. The only chance was when the guard came in the morning. But he couldn’t think of how to get past both the guard and the servient. What was he going to do, fling moldy straw at them?

When he felt his frustration mounting, he switched to thinking about apothecary, testing himself on botanicals and combinations and their uses. He did this for a long time, until it was bright enough for him to see well.

The cell, one of several along a corridor at the foot of a steep set of stairs, was a rough horseshoe shape, windowless. Narrow slits in the stairwell wall let in three shafts of afternoon sunlight.

Starting by the door, Raffa walked in a slow, careful spiral, looking at every inch of the stone floor. He walked the spiral again, beginning in the center, and then a third time in the opposite direction.

He never found anything except stray bits of straw and rat droppings. But you never know, he told himself doggedly.

Midafternoon was time for the second meal of the day. He ate slowly, making the food last as long as he could.

More apothecary and more exercises, until finally the light dimmed. Echo began to stir, and it was time to search for Da again.

Raffa decided not to repeat the mistake of getting his hopes up too high. Instead of standing at the cell door waiting for Echo to return, he lay down on the straw. Get some sleep, he told himself. It will make the time go faster.

When he woke, it was so dark that he wasn’t sure at first whether his eyes were open.

“Ouch!” Echo said as he landed on Raffa’s shoulder. “Da where.”

Raffa shook his head, trying to clear away the sleep-fog. “It’s okay, Echo,” he said, his voice raspy. “You’ll find him one of these nights. I know you will.” But a shiver of panic chilled him. This was the fourth night. The Chancellor’s vile cohort, Senior Jayney, had said that he would be back in “a few days.” How many was a few?

“Find him,” Echo said. “Da where.”

Three or four is a few. Is five a few? Maybe I have one more night—

“Da where,” Echo repeated.

Raffa blinked. He still couldn’t see a thing. But Echo’s words finally broke through his sleep-muddled thoughts: not “Where Da,” but “Da where.”

“Echo,” he said, keeping his voice low and calm. “Did you find Da?”

“Find Da,” Echo said. “Find Da where.”

Raffa’s heart thumped. Stay calm. Make sure. He knew from experience that Echo’s speech was not always easy to understand.

“Is he far away, Echo?”

“Not far.”

Raffa touched the little bat with his fingertip. “You did it, Echo! You found him!” It was hard to keep his voice to a whisper. He sat up and hit his fists together in silent exultation. “Where is he?”

“Birth peak birth peak,” Echo began. “Fall peak star birth—”

“Oh, shakes,” Raffa said, already lost trying to follow Echo’s directions. The bat was using the words for the cardinal directions that Raffa had taught him: “daybirth” for east, “sunpeak” for south, “sunfall” for west, “nightstar” for north.

“Never mind that for now, Echo. Did you talk to him?”

“Talk Da.”

“What did he say?”

“Raffa good?”

“Did he say anything else?”

No reply.

It would not be easy to use Echo as a messenger, with his limited speaking ability, but Raffa had nothing to write on or with, so he had no choice.

“Echo, would you please fly back and tell him that I’m fine, except for my hand?”

Beneath a soiled and stained makeshift bandage, a deep cut crossed his right palm. Whenever he made a fist, he felt a sharp pinch, which meant that there was probably a sliver of glass embedded in the cut. He wanted to let his father know about it—not as a complaint, but because he thought Mohan should be aware of everything that might be relevant to a possible escape attempt.

Raffa still had no idea how they could escape. He was hoping that his father would have a plan.

“Raffa good, hand no good,” Echo said.

“Yes, that’s perfect.”

The next time Echo returned, he had a single-word message from Mohan.

“Hand?” Echo said. “Hand? Hand?”

It seemed that Mohan wanted to know what was wrong with Raffa’s hand.

“Glass,” Raffa said. “Echo, could you tell him ‘glass’?”

“Grass,” Echo said obligingly.

“No, not grass—glass.”

“Grass.”

Raffa groaned. When Echo had first spoken, he had used only words that bats would know, like fly and wing and perch, as well as the names of dozens of insects. Since then, the bat had learned a good many words for “human” things. But Raffa had taught him those words by showing him the actual object—a rope, for example—and then repeating the word several times. Here in the cell, there was no way he could show Echo what glass was.

“Okay, let’s try this. Tell Da ‘glass’ and ‘pinch.’”

“Pinch? What pinch?”

“This. This is pinch.” Raffa gave Echo’s chest the gentlest of tweaks.

“Pinch Da?” Echo asked.

“Yes. Tell him ‘glass pinch.’”

Even if Echo said “grass” instead of “glass,” Raffa was hoping that Da would think things through. Injuring your hand on grass didn’t make much sense. Maybe—probably—it was too much to expect that Da would guess that Raffa still had glass lodged in his hand. Still, Da would know that a cut, even a sore one, didn’t “pinch,” so if he thought about it long enough, he just might be able to decipher the message.

And Raffa had one other thing on his side: the invisible thread that so often bound the thoughts and minds of people who loved each other.

Please, Da, you can do it, you can figure it out. . . .

Again Echo returned, this time with a report as well as a message. “Pinch Da, say ouch.”

“Oh! I hope you didn’t pinch him too hard,” Raffa said.

“Pinch quiet,” Echo said.

“Echo good,” Raffa said, and couldn’t help smiling. Pinch quiet, such an Echo phrase.

“Da say, grass pinch now?”

“Wait—what?”

“Pinch now? Pinch now?”

Pinch now . . .

If Raffa’s guess was correct, then it seemed that Da had indeed understood about the glass and was asking if it was still pinching him. Was he just worrying, the way parents did?

Or was there another reason for the question?

“Echo,” Raffa said, “tell Da ‘pinch now.’ Say . . . say ‘big pinch now.’”

He was relieved that Echo didn’t seem to mind flying back and forth. But at this rate, how would they ever be able to put together any kind of plan?

This time Echo delivered a message that Raffa found utterly baffling.

“Fire,” Echo said. “Da say fire.”

Fire?

Raffa frowned, thinking hard. Da had to be talking about the fire at the secret shed compound, which Raffa himself had set.

Chancellor Leeds, one of the highest-ranking officials in the Obsidian government, had ordered the capture of hundreds of wild animals. She was keeping them caged in a secret compound, and having them dosed with botanical infusions that made them docile and easy to train.

And was she training them to do the work of humans, as she had first claimed? No, teaching birds to drape napkins had been a ruse to cover her true intent: To attack people. Not enemies of Obsidia but her own people.

Since discovering the Chancellor’s plot, Raffa had felt a terrible sense of guilt. One of the infusions being used to dose the animals was a combination he had developed. He hadn’t meant for it to be used in such an evil way, but he still believed that he had a responsibility to do everything he could to stop the Chancellor.

So he had planned a secret trip to the shed compound, to release the animals. Part of the plan involved setting a fire, both to distract the guards and to ensure that the animals would run away from the city and toward freedom.

But the plan had failed almost completely. He had managed to release the animals from only two sheds. Hundreds of creatures were still imprisoned—creatures he would never be able to free, for now that the Chancellor had discovered his efforts, the compound would be even more heavily guarded than before.

Raffa shook his head, trying to shed those thoughts as if they were fleas. He admonished himself to concentrate. Why would Da mention the fire now?

Raffa kicked blindly at the pile of moldy straw. He lay down and began going over every detail he could remember, first of the fire and then of the trial.

No answer came to him. He tried again, starting from the beginning. This time around, he fell asleep.

And when he woke the next morning, he knew what Da was saying to him.
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Chapter Two

IT would not be easy. No, it was worse than that: Raffa had no idea where to start.

If only I had tweezers. . . . It would still hurt, but I’m sure I could do it, even with my left hand.

No tweezers—not even anything sharp.

Raffa sat on the pile of straw. He unwrapped the bandage on his right hand. Then he pulled a straw from the pile and used it to prod at the cut on his hand. It hurt, and the straw bent uselessly.

He tried again with another straw. Same result, and he cursed at the pain as he tossed the straw aside.

Next, he searched the cell again, knowing what he would find.

Nothing.

The triumph he had felt on deciphering Da’s message was beginning to evaporate.

If Raffa was guessing correctly, Da wanted him to remove the sliver of glass . . . and use it to start a fire.

Raffa stared at his hand, which was curled in a loose fist. He clamped his lips together, then opened his hand and stretched out his fingers as hard and fast as he could.

“MMRRPHL!”

He stifled a scream as the pain brought immediate tears to his eyes. He blinked them away and looked down at his hand. An agonizing success: He had managed to reopen the cut, which had already begun to seep blood.

Raffa probed the cut with a tentative finger. Is that— Yes, ouch OUCH—I can feel it, I can feel the glass!

He made several tortured attempts to squeeze the glass out of the cut. It hurt so much that he could no longer blink away the tears; they rolled unimpeded down his cheeks and dripped from his chin.

Echo was dozing on the wall. He woke then, in the way of animals able to sense the moods and feelings of the humans in their lives.

“Raffa no good?” he squeaked. He left the wall and flew to the perch necklace that Raffa wore—a twig tied to a leather thong. Hanging upside down on the twig, the bat looked up at his human. Echo’s eyes, large in his tiny face, were black with a tinge of purple.

Raffa sniffled, torn between feeling sorry for himself and feeling ashamed of being a crybaby. Shoulders slumped, he looked down at Echo, hoping he would find comfort there, as he had so often in the past.

The bat hung from the twig effortlessly. Raffa had learned that bats were able to sleep hanging upside down because when they were relaxed, their claws closed tightly, instead of opening the way a human hand did. Echo’s claws looked surprisingly like fingers, long and delicately curved and needle-sharp. . . .

Suddenly Raffa sat up straighter.

“Echo!” he said. “Can I borrow your claws?”

Echo closed his wings and wrapped them around his torso, as if he were going to sleep. This posture made it possible for Raffa to hold him by the lower part of his body. Raffa had explained what he wanted to attempt, and Echo had been puzzled but cooperative.

Now Echo had to extend his claws and splay them, which turned out to be a difficult feat for the little bat. Normally, when his wings were wrapped around him, his claws would be relaxed—meaning that they would be tightly clenched. Conversely, his claws were only extended when he was hunting, flying through the air with his wings outstretched. For Echo to close his wings and extend his claws at the same time seemed like the equivalent of that pat-your-head-and-rub-your-belly game—possible but not easy.

Besides which, Echo could only keep his claws extended for a few seconds at a time. I’ll have to be quick, Raffa thought.

Then it occurred to him that there might be a way to use Echo’s natural tendencies to advantage. After some hard thinking, Raffa made a small pile of straw and covered it with a piece of moss that he peeled off the wall.

“Okay, Echo,” he said as he held the bat in his left hand, gently but firmly. “Claws out, please?”

Echo stretched his claws, and Raffa poked them through the moss into the straw. “Now relax!”

The bat’s claws curled. Raffa gave a gentle upward tug, and Echo’s claws emerged from the moss clutching a piece of straw.

It might work, it really might!

And it would hurt. A lot.

Raffa knew one thing about pain, from observing his parents treat hundreds of patients over the years. The fear of pain—the anticipation, the worry—was often more upsetting than the pain itself. So the trick was to get it over with quickly.

“We’re going to try it for real now, Echo,” he said. “Not straw this time, but glass. Are you ready?”

“You ready,” Echo said.

Raffa sat cross-legged on the straw pile. He held Echo carefully in his left hand, then closed his eyes and breathed in deep through his nose.

“Claws out,” he said, and opened his eyes.

As Echo stretched his claws, Raffa exhaled hard, from his mouth. At the same time, he plunged the claws on Echo’s right wing into the cut on his hand.

The noise that came out of him was a strangled gargle; anything louder might have attracted the attention of the guards. Raffa blew out another hard puff of air to keep from screaming.

“Echo . . . relax,” he panted, almost choking on the words.

Tears clouded his vision; he could no longer see. The pain in his hand was so terrible, it was as if he were holding a live coal. Blindly, he lifted Echo away from his hand, which was now bleeding profusely. The searing pain increased a hundredfold, which he would not have thought possible.

In that moment, he knew that if this didn’t work, he would not be able to do it again.

Out of concern for Echo, Raffa kept his wits about him enough to put the bat down gently on the straw. Then he grabbed his right wrist and held it over his head, above his heart. He gasped between sobs, trying to get his breath back.

BREATHE! he screamed at himself inside his head. Breathe—breathe—in—out—steady—steady . . .

Blood was running down his wrist, but the flow was already beginning to slow. Meanwhile, Echo had unwrapped his wings and fluttered to perch on Raffa’s shoulder. He clung to the knitted wool of Raffa’s tunic with his left claw.

In his right, he was clutching something.

“Grass,” Echo said proudly.

Raffa almost clapped in triumph—he stopped himself just in time. That would have hurt, he thought, looking at his hand ruefully. The success of the endeavor had muted some of the pain, but the cut was now a ragged mess. It needed a wash in pure water, a good poultice, and a clean bandage, none of which he had.

First things first. In a clear space on the floor, he placed four straws so they formed a square, a little frame. Then he cupped his hand below Echo’s claw, and the bat released the sliver of glass.

It was a little longer than the top joint of his pinky finger, but narrower, tapering to an oblique point at one end. Raffa wiped it clean, then placed it carefully in the middle of the straw frame. He was taking no chances that he might lose it.

Next, he tore two strips from the bottom of his linen undershirt. “Sorry, Mam,” he muttered. “I promise to mend it myself when—when I . . . whenever.”

Hard to think that there might someday be a time when everyone could go back to ordinary things, like mending a torn undershirt.

He used one strip and most of the second as a bandage for his hand, the old one now too stained and smelly. He could not tie it as neatly as his friend Trixin had; still, now that the piece of glass had been removed, his hand felt a bit better.

Echo hung from the perch necklace, watching him for a while. Then the bat flapped his wings and flew to a dark corner where the wall met the ceiling. “Sleep,” he said.

“Yes, you sleep, Echo. I’m sorry, but I’ll need to wake you just after sunpeak, okay?”

Echo grumbled.

“Only for a little while, Echo. Then you can go back to sleep, I promise.”

“Sunpeak sleep,” Echo said.

Raffa could have sworn that the bat sounded a little petulant. Echo clearly thought that being awake with full sunlight blazing in your eyes was an absurd human habit.

Raffa tore the remaining piece of linen in two, and began shredding one of the halves. The threads had been woven finely, but not too tightly, to create a soft fabric for wearing against the skin. Unraveling the cloth was fiddly work, especially with his right hand hampered. It took some time for him to produce a small heap of linen threads.

Next step, more moss. He peeled several patches of moss off the walls, tore the patches into smaller bits, and piled them up next to the threads. Then he broke up some pieces of straw and mixed them with the moss.

Raffa stood at the door and looked up at the slits in the stairwell wall. Narrow rectangles of sunlight slanted along the corridor floor. It would be a while yet, but the light would eventually reach his cell.

He couldn’t remember exactly where the light had been the strongest the day before. For the moment, it didn’t matter. He had one more task to see to, and this one would take some time.

He planned to position the shard of glass at the door, where the light entered the cell. But he knew he would never be able to hold the little sliver steady, and besides, no matter how he held it, his fingers would block a lot of the light. He had to figure out a way to wedge the piece of glass in place.

Raffa took up several straws and split them. Using a simple over-and-under method, he wove the split straws into a tiny mat. When the mat was a bit wider than one of the door’s iron bars, he bent most of the remaining straws and broke them off. Then he made a second little mat. He tied the first mat to one of the iron bars and the second to the perpendicular bar.

He picked up the piece of glass and experimented. It took a few tries, but he finally managed it: With the pointed end pushed into the weave of one mat, and the side edge leaning against the other mat, the sliver stayed in place. He removed the glass, untied the mats, and stored everything safely.

Now all he needed was sunlight.
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Chapter Three

BE ready, he told himself.

If everything went as he hoped, he would escape from his cell and Echo would lead him to Da’s cell, and they would both get away from the Garrison.

About five million things could prevent their escape. It was a tricky balance, trying to anticipate and plan for what might go wrong while not becoming completely disheartened by all the possible obstacles.

Time crawled. No matter how he occupied his mind, he could not stop himself from checking the sunlight’s angle every few seconds. He tried deep breathing, and counting, and picturing himself and Da on the street outside the Garrison. Nothing calmed his twitching nerves.

When he could wait no longer, he went to the corner of the cell to wake his friend.

“Echo? Time to wake up.”

No answer.

Despite the tension knotting his insides, Raffa smiled. He had seen the bat’s head move. Echo was awake; he just wasn’t ready to let Raffa know it.

“Echo, this won’t take long, I promise. And then you can sleep as long as you want, okay?”

A grumpy click or two, and the bat fluttered down to the perch necklace.

“Wait near the door,” Raffa said. “When I come out, I’ll need you to lead me to Da.”

“Wait, Da,” Echo said.

“That’s right. And, Echo, please don’t fall asleep again. I’m going to come out running, and we’ll need to move really fast.”

“Sleep again.”

“No, don’t sleep again.”

Echo clicked and flew off. For about the hundredth time, Raffa breathed silent thanks that the tiny wondrous creature was part of his life.

He returned to his vigil. At long last, the first corner of light was edging its way into the cell. Raffa made his best guess as to where the light would be the strongest and most constant, and he tied the little straw mats to the appropriate bars. Then he wedged the piece of glass into place.

What seemed like a lifetime later, a shaft of sunlight hit the glass and was refracted onto the floor of the cell, a bright spot of hope. Quickly Raffa placed a few of the linen threads directly on that spot—and held his breath, staring so hard that his eyes started to hurt.

Nothing.

He didn’t move, didn’t breathe, afraid that even a faint movement of air would snuff any spark. Please let there not be any clouds in the sky today. . . .

The light remained steady.

Was it—yes, a tiny wisp of smoke! It vanished so quickly that Raffa wondered if he had imagined it. But then there was another, and another, and now he could see the threads turning bright orange. Gently, slowly, he put more threads on top of the sparks.

His shoulder muscles were cramping, he was so tense! But at last he saw the orange threads merge into a minuscule tongue of flame, which reached out greedily for more fuel. He placed the remaining piece of linen fabric on the tiny fire and watched as the flames grew.

Now, in contrast to all the waiting he had been doing, he had to work fast. As soon as the piece of fabric was ablaze, Raffa sprinkled the fire with bits of moss and straw; the straw kept the fire alight while the moss smoked instead of burned. He fed the fire still more of the moss and straw combination, and the cell began to fill with smoke.

The moment of reckoning.

Raffa took one more deep breath.

“FIRE!” he screamed. “HELP! FIRE—”

He began coughing as hard as he could, hoping the coughs sounded convincing. Overhead, he heard the clomp of guard boots.

COUGH! COUGH COUGH COUGH!

He wasn’t actually having any trouble breathing, but he was hoping that the guard on duty could hear his coughs. He lay on his side near the door, so he could see both the stairwell and the cell’s interior. When the guard came down the stairs, Raffa closed his eyes, feigning unconsciousness.

“Wha’s going on there?” the guard said. “HOY!” She stopped, turned, and went partway back up the stairs. “FIRE!” she shouted, presumably to her unseen colleagues. “FIRE HERE!”

Raffa opened his eyes a mere slit, so he could watch as she unlocked the cell door, opened it, and entered. She advanced into the cell, her attention on the smoky little fire.

Raffa stifled a gasp of surprise. She had left the keys hanging in the lock. It was an unbelievable bit of luck: He had thought he would have to try to snatch the keys from her hand.

“Faults and fissures!” she exclaimed, waving her hand to try to clear the smoke. She began stamping out the flames.

In a flash, Raffa was on his feet and out of the cell. He slammed the door shut, turned the key, and yanked it out of the lock. Then he was running down the corridor with Echo flapping overhead.

Behind him, the guard was cursing at the top of her lungs. Raffa knew he didn’t have much time: Other guards would surely hear her shouts and be giving chase any moment now.

He followed Echo through the narrow corridor and past several empty cells. Echo swooped and turned; Raffa almost tripped as he tried to keep up. More turns—three, four, five—and he lost all sense of direction. Where was Da’s cell?

Angry voices filled the corridor behind him. It sounded like an entire army of guards.

“Echo, where is he? Where’s Da?” Raffa’s voice was pitched high in panic.

“Where Da,” Echo said, and alit on the bars of a cell door. “Here Da.”

And there was Mohan, sitting on his pile of straw. His beard, usually trimmed, had grown out wildly, and his face looked gaunt and tired, but his eyes blazed with joy on seeing Raffa.

“Da!” Raffa cried out.

“Raffa!” Mohan jumped to his feet. “What are you doing here?”

Raffa was already trying keys in the lock. There were so many! At least a dozen of them, all nearly identical . . . Which was the right one?

His right hand injured and bandaged, his left hand slippery with sweat, he fumbled with the keys and dropped them, not once but twice. He wanted to scream in frustration. The sounds of the approaching guards grew louder.

“Raffa, you have to go,” Mohan spoke quietly but urgently, and reached through the bars to take the keys from him. “If I can get out, I will.”

“No! I’m not leaving without you!”

Da grabbed Raffa’s good hand and gave it a squeeze. “Raffa, I’ll be fine—I promise. And we’ll be together soon, but you have to leave. It’s up to you now. You have to stop them. Find a man named Fitzer. He can help you.”

“But Da—”

“NOW, RAFFA!” His father’s voice snapped like the crack of a whip.

With a last anguished look over his shoulder, Raffa began running again.

“Out, Echo,” he panted. “Get us out of here.”

Raffa smothered a bellow of frustration. He had been so close to being with Da again! Leaving him behind made Raffa feel as if his heart were being torn partway out of his chest.

But there was no time to linger over regrets. Echo led him up a flight of stone steps and along yet another narrow corridor. Then the bat flew into what looked like a closet.

“Echo! What are you about?”

Even as Raffa spoke, he was following Echo into the small space. I have to trust him—what choice do I have?

With a quick glance, he saw shelves and wall pegs holding an assortment of items, including jugs, bowls, and mugs, presumably for the guards’ meals. Why had Echo brought him here? They didn’t have a second to spare—

At that moment, he saw Echo alight on an empty peg.

“Raffa rope?” Echo squeaked.

Hanging on the peg next to Echo were his rucksack and his rope!

Raffa snatched them off the peg and threw them over his shoulder; Echo had already left the room. As he came out, he saw a guard at the far end of the corridor.

“THERE HE IS! THIS WAY!” the guard roared.

Raffa grabbed a jug and hurled it as far as he could toward the guard; he followed it up with a bowl and another jug. All of them shattered into pieces; he hoped the shards of pottery would slow his pursuers at least a little. Then he dashed down the corridor after Echo.

Echo made another turn. Through the doorway ahead, Raffa could see the Garrison’s courtyard. Whether by accident or—more likely—Echo’s design, they were about to emerge from the door nearest the gate.

Echo good, Raffa thought; he didn’t have the breath to say it aloud.

Then another stroke of luck: Raffa heard a rusty metallic squeal he recognized. The gate was being opened!

A wagon had just made the turn off the street and was now blocking the entry. Raffa ran into the courtyard and pounded over the cobblestones toward the gatehouse. The guards pursuing him streamed out of the door.

Raffa was nearly at the gate—he could see the street beyond—but he was trapped between the guards and the wagon.

To his astonishment, all the guards came to an abrupt halt. He saw them looking toward the wagon, and swiveled his head to see what they were staring at.

The driver of the wagon was standing and holding up his hands in a “stop” gesture.

It was Jayney!

Raffa almost choked on his next breath. The last time he had seen Senior Jayney was in the cell four days earlier. Jayney, the Chancellor’s second-in-command, was determined to recapture Roo, the giant golden bear. He had made a cruel and terrible threat: If Raffa refused to reveal Roo’s whereabouts—

Da! He said he’ll torture Da until I tell him what he wants to know!

“He’s mine,” Jayney said to the guards, in his slow, deep voice. “No one else touches him.”

Jayney crossed his arms over his broad chest and showed his teeth in what must have been a grin, although it looked more like a grimace. “Greetings, young Santana,” he said. “Don’t know how you got
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