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Chapter One


“Stop, thief!” 

The boy ran faster, tightening his grip on the legs of the chicken clutched in his hands. The bird let out a squawk of protest. It was dangling upside down, a startled look in its beady black eyes. 

“Sorry, chick,” the boy told it. He skidded to a stop on the dusty hard-packed street and glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t want to drop you. Not after I went to such pains to snatch you out from under your well-fed master’s long nose.” 

The boy’s stomach rumbled as he imagined the fine meal the hen would make. Fine meals were few and far between for Dastan. Some Persian boys his age spent their time learning to ride and shoot. 

They labored long hours studying arithmetic, music, and astronomy. But Dastan knew little of such things. He had lived on his own for so long he couldn’t remember anything different. Instead of leisurely hours and learning, he spent his days just trying to survive on the gritty, crowded, dusty streets of the walled city of Nasaf, the seat of the Persian empire. 

“Someone stop that boy!” the merchant howled as he pushed his way through the crowded market. Morning shoppers jostled each other as Dastan cut a path through them, rasising dust and the scent of saffron, baking bread, and animal dung. 

A grubby, one-legged beggar was leaning against the stucco façade of a tile-maker’s shop. “Too bad,” he called out to the merchant in a hoarse, wheezy voice that sounded as dusty and dry as the desert outside the city walls. “Your thief happens to be the fastest young fellow in Nasaf, so I hear.” He winked at Dastan. 

“You flatter me, Utana,” Dastan called back to the beggar. Then he turned and dashed down a narrow, crooked street, dodging around a group of chattering women and past a farmer’s oxcart piled high with onions. 

Dastan scooped up a couple of onions that had fallen into the street, tucking them into his clothes. Then he paused, his heart pumping furiously, and glanced back again. 

The merchant let out a string of curses. Shaking his fist at Dastan, he turned and disappeared into an alley, the full legs of his brightly colored silk pants flapping behind him. 

“He can’t be giving up on you so easily, can he?” Dastan said to the chicken, which was clucking softly as it swung like a pendulum in his hand. 

Then he heard a great clattering of hooves against the hard-packed gravel. A second later, a downtrodden mule emerged onto the street, carrying the merchant on its back. A dog and several small children scattered before the creature’s hooves. 

“Now I’ve got you!” the merchant roared triumphantly, shaking his fist at Dastan as he pounded the mule’s sides with his heels. 

“A real chase. This is more like it,” Dastan murmured. 

Dastan turned and ran directly toward the nearest building, a squat textile shop with a tiled roof. The bird let out a cluck of alarm as Dastan swung both arms to gain speed. 

Dastan sprang upward, grabbing the edge of the roof with his free hand, the chicken struggling furiously in the other. He swung his legs up to one side, his bare toes digging into the tiles. 

A second later he was upright, bounding easily up the steep roof. The tiles were already hot beneath the morning sun, but Dastan’s feet were so calloused that he barely felt them burn. when he reached the roof’s peak, he balanced there a moment and peered down behind him. 

On the street below, the merchant had yanked his mule to a halt. The man’s eyes flashed with anger. 

“Get back down here and face me like a man!” the man shouted. 

“I’m not a man,” Dastan taunted, swinging the chicken at his side. “I’m nothing but a piece of street trash. At least that’s what you said when I asked for a bit of that pomegranate you were tossing to your goats yesterday.” 

Without waiting for a reply, Dastan turned and skittered down the far side of the roof. The sun-scorched rooftops of Nasaf lay before him, a vast patchwork that looked like the multicolored patterns in the elaborate silk and woolen rugs sold in many of the shops. Skipping easily across the narrow alley separating the tile roof he was on from the next one, Dastan squinted up at the sky with his sparkling eyes. 

“In proper society, it would be considered a bit late for breakfast,” he told the chicken. “But we street trash take what we can, when we can get it. Sorry, friend.” 

The chicken looked up at Dastan, cocked it’s head, and raised its wings in a gesture that looked almost like a shrug. 

Some might claim that the king’s palace was the heart of Nasaf. But to Dastan and the outcasts he surrounded himself with, a very different place was the center of their world. That place was the vast, stinking, fly-ridden garbage heap that lay just beyond the sprawling market area. Dastan and his fellow urchins spent much of their time sifting through this putrid wasteland, the easiest place to find something to eat without relying on charity or theft. 

Dastan paused at the edge of a flat rooftop overlooking the trash heap and watched several children squabble over a couple of unripe figs. The eldest couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old, and Dastan idly wondered how many years had passed since he had been that age. It did not matter. on the street, age was not remembered, or minded. Turning, he scanned the other street dwellers crawling over the refuse. They looked like a swarm of roaches feasting on days-old syrupy waste. 

Most of the faces were familiar. There were few on the streets, young or old, who were unknown to the sharp-eyed Dastan. But his gaze passed over all of them, finally settling on a slim, wiry boy a few years older than he was. The boy’s dark hair stuck up at all angles from his head; he was dressed in rags with a tattered bit of hemp rope serving as a belt. At the moment, he was helping a wide-eyed little boy dig into a mound of rotting fruit. 

The chicken, who had largely given up its fight, suddenly clucked and twitched. 

“Keep quiet,” Dastan said, tucking the bird behind his back. “I want to surprise Javed.” 

Dastan whistled and the wiry boy looked up immediately, his curious brown eyes searching the rooftops. when he spotted Dastan, he grinned and waved. He said something to the little boy he had been helping and then quickly hurried over to Dastan. As always, Javed’s left arm was tucked inside his clothes. It had been badly burned in a fire that had killed his family a number of years earlier and was of little use to him now. 

“I see you’ve taken to the rooftops, little brother,” Javed called with a grin as he came closer. “Does that mean you’ve managed to enrage another of our esteemed local shopkeepers with your pillaging?” 

“Something like that.” Dastan held the chicken behind him. He shifted and squirmed in an attempt to hide it as it twitched and flapped around. “Get up here and you’ll find out.” 

Despite having only one arm, Javed didn’t need any assistance in reaching Dastan up on the rooftop. Backing up a few steps, he ran straight at the building upon which Dastan was perched, and kept running—right up the wall and onto the roof! It was an impressive and handy trick but also a difficult one. Dastan had never quite been able to master it, as many times as he had tried. 

“Well?” Javed said eagerly. “what did you find?” 

“This!” with a flourish, Dastan pulled some onions out of his clothes. 

“Ah, not bad.” Javed’s expression lost none of its cheer as he took one of the onions, examined it, and then took a bite right through the skin. 

“And they’re neither rotten nor dried out. That’s a fine thing. The pickings are slim in the dump this morning.” 

“And as usual, I see you’ve given away what little you found to someone else,” Dastan said, glancing down toward the young boy, who was gnawing on a mutton bone. 

Javed shrugged. “He’s new on the streets, having lost his mother just a week ago to a brain fever,” he said quietly. “He needed it more than I.” 

To Dastan, caring too much about anyone or anything was a weakness when one lived on the streets. Javed thought differently. For this reason, it had been difficult for Dastan to trust Javed when he’d first turned up among the homeless urchins. Dastan thought he must have wanted something for his benevolence. Until then Dastan hadn’t needed friends, and even now he didn’t really want to let anyone else in. Many times he’d thought, if only Javed felt the same way, surely we would eat well. 

Still, he knew better than to chide Javed for his soft heartedness. It never did any good. 

“Oh, I nearly forgot,” Dastan said with a deliberate air of great carelessness. “I also found this.” 

He pulled the chicken from behind his back, shaking it a bit to make it squawk. Javed’s eyes widened when he saw it. 

“Can it be?” he exclaimed. “A whole chicken! why, king Sharaman himself couldn’t ask for more!” 

“Indeed.” Dastan grinned widely. “And I might even split it with you for a suitable price—say, that worthless old coin hanging around your neck?” 

Javed’s hand flew to the coin he wore on a thread. “My lucky coin? I wouldn’t trade it for all the chickens in the empire!” 

Dastan laughed. He knew very well that the battered old coin was priceless to Javed. It was the only thing he had left of his family. 

“All right, then.” Dastan turned the chicken right-side up and thrust it toward his friend. “I suppose we can share—if you are the one to dispatch this creature so that we might eat it.” 

Javed flinched. 

“Not a chance, little brother!” Javed exclaimed. “You are much more ruthless than I, even at your tender age.” 

Dastan waved the hen in his friend’s face. “Go on,” he urged with a grin. “You can do it. otherwise, I might as well let it go.” 

“Okay, I’ll pluck and prepare it,” Javed said, bursting into motion. “But you’ll need to catch me first!” 

There was a taller building adjacent to the one where they were sitting. without hesitating, Javed raced over, leaped across, and ran up the wall onto the higher rooftop. 

Dastan couldn’t resist a challenge. “You’d better find a sharp stone, because here we come!” he shouted back. 

Tightening his hold on the chicken’s scaly legs, Dastan raced toward the wall that Javed had just conquered. This time he was sure he could do it. He leaped directly at the wall without slowing. His bare feet slapped against the rough stucco. one step up, two . . . 

For a second, Dastan thought he was doing it. But then he felt his momentum slow. one foot slipped and then the other. Dastan cried out as he tumbled to the ground, falling onto the chicken. 

The alarmed bird let out a squawk and flapped its wings violently. Dastan’s grip had been loosened by the fall, and before he knew it he’d lost his hold on the hen’s legs. 

“Hey!” he said as the bird made a break for it, flapping across a narrow alley to another nearby rooftop. “Get back here, you!” 

Dastan stood and brushed himself off, glad at least that nobody had witnessed his fall. Glancing across the alley, he saw that the chicken had stopped to peck at something. It would be an easy matter to collect her, then catch up to Javed, who was surely several rooftops away by now. He stepped closer, preparing to make the easy leap across the alley. 

“Help!” a terrified voice cried out from somewhere below. Then he invoked the gods. “By the names of Zurvan and Ahura, someone please help me!” 

Dastan stepped out to the edge of the roof and peered down. A narrow alley lay directly below. It was a dead end, with houses on both sides and a high stone wall at the corner. A man with a patchy gray beard and tattered clothes was pressed up against the wall, looking terrified. Standing in front of him were a couple of nasty-looking youths. 

“Don’t go far, my tasty friend,” Dastan called to the chicken. Then he began to stealthily make his way down into the alley. 
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Chapter Two


“Titus and Darius,” Dastan muttered, as he drew nearer and could make out the thugs. 

The two boys were well known on the streets of Nasaf. They were about Javed’s age, but each of them was easily twice Javed’s size. Beefy and aggressive, Titus and Darius were no-good lazy liars who were just as likely to rob a fellow street dweller as a wealthy merchant. Dastan did his best to stay out of their way. 

Neither of the boys had noticed Dastan approaching. “Go on, old man,” said Titus, the taller, paler, and uglier of the two. “You too good to share with someone needy?” 

“Yeah, needy like us.” Darius gave the old man a shove and burbled with nasty laughter. Darius was nearly as hairy as a camel, and every hair seemed to vibrate with each guffaw. He carried his two pet vipers with him wherever he went. one of them arched its body and hissed at the old man. 

“Please,” the old man whimpered. “I am like you. A street musician, trying to get by.” 

Dastan blinked, finally recognizing the man. His name was Haxam, and he had been on the streets for as long as Dastan could remember. known throughout Nasaf as a crazy old coot, a drunk, and a teller of tall tales, he often stood in the courtyard outside the main palace gate, singing and playing his battered old lute in hopes of earning a few coins from passersby. 

Dastan wondered what the old man had done to attract the bullies’ attention. Glancing around for Javed, he thought about escaping before he was spotted. After all, Haxam wasn’t worth risking Dastan’s own neck over. 

“Please!” Haxam whimpered to the boys, his voice cracking with terror. “I mean you no ill will. . . .” 

Javed was still nowhere in sight. The chicken was wandering around on the next roof. Dastan’s stomach growled. But something within him wouldn’t allow him to ignore the old man’s pitiful cries. He fought the urge and was about to take off when Titus gave the old man a healthy smack across the face. 

“That’s it,” Dastan murmured. “You there!” he barked out. “Leave him alone!” 

The sudden outburst made all three of the figures in the alley jump in surprise. Titus whirled around and used his hand to shield his eyes from the sun while searching for Dastan. 

“Who’s there?” he yelled back threateningly. 

Darius squinted up toward the rooftop. “It’s that miserable little toad, Dastan,” he said. “The one who hangs around with the one-armed dogooder.” 

Titus laughed and gave Haxam a poke in the chest. “Sorry, old man. Ahura might still save you, but you’d better not count on this kid.” 

“So says you!” Dastan challenged. Flinging himself off the roof, he kicked off the opposite wall of the alley, somersaulting gracefully and raising a cloud of dust as he landed in front of Titus, fists clenched. “Leave him alone, or you’ll have to deal with me.” 

Both of the thugs smirked. “All right, then,” Titus said. “Here’s how I’ll deal with you, my tiny friend.” 

He swung one meaty fist. But Dastan was quick. He ducked the punch easily, then darted forward and kicked Titus in the shin. 

Titus howled. 

Darius grabbed one of his snakes and swung it toward Dastan’s legs. Dastan leaped up quickly, avoiding a snake-whip, and the viper ended up coiled around its master’s leg. 

“Watch out. The old man’s getting away,” Darius screamed as Haxam sidled along the alley wall. 

“Let him go.” Titus rubbed his hands together, his small, dark eyes trained on Dastan. “I see better sport here. we might not eat bread this morning, but there will be plenty of dead street trash to feast upon.” The boys laughed, and Titus licked his lips at Dastan. 

Dastan glanced over and noticed that Haxam was clutching a stale crust in one gnarled hand. So that was what the boys were after. . . . 

He looked around, quickly sizing up his options. There were no windows in the nearby walls. Titus and Darius were blocking the near end of the alley with their huge bodies. That meant the only escape route was back up the way he’d come. Dastan had little doubt he could dodge the two bullies long enough to spring back up onto the roof and get away. But doing so would mean leaving Haxam to a bloody beating. 

True, that wasn’t really Dastan’s problem. And for a moment he was tempted to run. But then he heard a soft cluck from somewhere overhead and had a better idea. 

“Hungry, are you?” he said. “well, settle for an old crust of bread if you like. But there’s a far better meal walking along in front of your ugly noses right now.” 

He pointed up at the chicken, which had just strutted into view. Darius glanced up. His jaw dropped, revealing several missing teeth. 

“By Alamut!” Darius cried. “A chicken!” 

“Give me a hand up,” Titus ordered, instantly forgetting about Dastan and Haxam. 

Darius shot his partner a nasty look. “Give yourself a hand,” he retorted. one of his vipers hissed at Titus. “I’m busy catching my next meal.” 

Soon, both bullies were clambering up onto the rooftop, grunting and cursing with the effort. Dastan watched as Titus gave Darius a shove, almost sending him toppling back over the edge. But Darius grabbed a handful of roof at the last moment, hauling himself up after his friend. 

“Wait for me!” he yowled. 

“Hurry up!” 

Their heavy footsteps gave their quarry plenty of warning, and the chicken squawked loudly and flapped its way back up to the peak of the roof. Titus and Darius followed, their feet knocking tiles every which way as they went. Darius dove for the bird, his huge hand grasping at its tail. But the hen leaped upward just in time, disappearing over the peak with a flurry of feathers and another loud screech. 

With a sigh, Dastan banished the thought of succulent flame-roasted chicken meat from his mind. Then he turned to face Haxam. 

“Are you all right?” he asked the old man. “You should stay away from those two, you know. They’ll steal from someone with nothing as quickly as they would from the king.” 

“Oh, my boy!” the old man exclaimed. “I appreciate your coming to my rescue that way. And all for this humble crumb . . . That reminds me—here. Take half. You’ve earned it, my friend.” 

He tore his grubby bit of bread into two pieces. Then he tried to give one of the pieces to Dastan. 

“No thanks.” Dastan waved it away. “I’m not hungry,” he said, shifting to hide that his angry stomach was rumbling in disagreement. All he’d eaten since the night before was a handful of discarded rice and a couple of shriveled dates. But he would need to be hungrier than that to want the pathetic old man’s scrap of bread. 

Haxam glanced at the crust, shrugged, then quickly shoved both pieces into his mouth. “If you say so,” he mumbled as he chewed, bits of crumb and sprays of spittle flying from his mouth. “I can see that you are a boy of the very highest moral character. That is a rare thing indeed, especially in this day and age, and it should be rewarded.” 

“No need for that . . .” Dastan said, an eye and ear trained on the rooftops nearby. Based on the sounds of running and cursing, he guessed that Titus and Darius were still chasing the hen. 

Haxam shook his head. “No, it’s important. I know! You must let me give you something even more valuable.” He swallowed, then went on more clearly. “Something that will satisfy you more than food for hunger. A secret perhaps.” 

Dastan doubted that anything could satisfy him more than a good meal right now, especially not a “secret.” 

Haxam’s watery old eyes glittered. “Perhaps this was all decreed by fate.” 

Dastan was too distracted by the chase on the rooftops above to wonder what the old man was talking about. It had also just occurred to him that Javed was still on the rooftops somewhere nearby. what if Titus and Darius came across him? Dastan winced, thinking of Javed’s inability to handle the two boys. 

“You’re welcome,” he told Haxam absently. “But I’ve got to go.” 

He turned toward the nearest roof overhang, intending to swing himself up to see if he could spot either Javed or the boys. But Haxam grabbed him by the arm. His grip was surprisingly strong. 

“Wait, my boy,” the old man said. “Please. This is the most important secret you will ever hear.” He lowered his voice to a near whisper. “You see, I have it on good authority that an otherworldly treasure might soon be made whole—right here in Nasaf.” 

“Oh?” Dastan was still too distracted to pay much attention. 

Haxam’s face took on a faraway look. “The Torch of Atar,” he whispered reverently. “It is crafted of solid gold in the shape of a snarling lion. It is said to wield mystical control over the forces of light and darkness in the mortal world.” 

“Sounds useful,” Dastan said, keeping his eyes trained on the rooftops. 

Haxam barely seemed to hear him. He was lost in his story. “A thousand years ago, in the days of the great king Achaemenes, a powerful priest of the Magi feared that the Torch was too powerful and dangerous for any human to control. Thus he separated the Torch from its invisible flame, hiding them in two completely different and far-flung locations.” 

Dastan was beginning to suspect that Haxam was as crazy as everyone said. “That makes no sense,” he said, taking his eyes off the roofs. “If you separate a flame from its torch, you no longer have a flame at all. It goes out.” 

“Not this flame.” Haxam lifted one gnarled finger. “This flame can burn for all of eternity with neither torch nor tinder. But without the Torch of Atar, its power is useless. And without its flame, the torch itself is nothing but a fancy trinket.” He shot a look over his shoulder as if checking for eavesdroppers. “I have sought this treasure all my life. recently I asked an old Chinese man who was passing through Nasaf to try to read of the Torch in his oracle bones. And do you know what he found when he did?” 

“No,” Dastan replied. “But I suspect you are about to tell me.” 

Haxam leaned closer, giving Dastan a good whiff of the wine on his breath. “The bones told him that the Torch has been located!” he hissed. “That it was on its way back to Nasaf. It could be here in the city even as we speak!” 

“So what?” Dastan said. “You just said it was useless without this magical flame.” 

“Indeed.” Haxam’s voice rose with excitement. “But I have been doing some research of my own. And I have reached the conclusion that the flame has always been right here in Nasaf.” He grabbed Dastan by the arm. “Do you know what this means? It means that for the first time in generations upon generations, torch and flame could become one again!” 

Dastan raised an eyebrow at the drunken lunatic. 

Then a voice boomed from the rooftop above. Dastan and Haxam looked up, and their eyes grew wide. Neither could believe what they were seeing. 
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Chapter Three


Javed stood on the rooftop holding up both of Darius’s vipers in his good hand. 

“Less meat than chicken, but far tastier, if you ask me.” Javed smiled. 

The vipers wriggled and hissed. 

Dastan smiled and noticed that Haxam was grinning, too. 

“I found Darius and Titus chasing our breakfast around and feared the worst,” Javed said. 

“Have they caught it?” Dastan asked. 

“Not sure,” Javed responded. “Darius sent his pets here after it, but our clucking friend avoided them. The snakes kept on slithering away, no doubt to avoid their master, and that’s how they wound up here in my hand.” 

“Will you be coming down to join us?” Dastan asked. 

“Shortly,” Javed answered. “I want to ensure that Titus and Darius do not return. I don’t think Darius would view his vipers in exchange for a chicken that got away as a good trade.” 

“You know, Javed has a fine mind for tricky puzzles and mysteries of all sorts,” Dastan said, turning his attention back to Haxam. “Perhaps you should talk to him about your Torch. He might have some ideas.” 

Haxam looked worried. “I already told you. This is a great secret,” he whispered, “one that should not be shared with just anyone. I only told you because I can tell by your actions that you are a boy of the highest moral character. That and you saved my meal . . . and possibly my life.” 

“Javed has more moral character than anyone I know,” Dastan assured him. “He’s always eager to help people.” 

“It is vital that this information not fall into the wrong hands.” Haxam still seemed dubious. “once the Torch is reunited with the flame, its holder will control the balance of light between the mortal and immortal worlds. It is said that it can only be found and held by one worthy of controlling its magic.” 

Haxam looked thoughtful. “Is he truly a solver of puzzles? For the flame’s hiding place is shrouded in mystery. For instance, it’s said to be guarded by an invisible dragon.” 

“An invisible dragon?” Dastan tried not to laugh. Then he gave the man a sharp look. “If this is all so secretive, how do you know about it?” 

“I read of the dragon in some old carvings I found in the desert a few hours’ ride west of the city. It was in those selfsame carvings that I found another important clue. The seeker of the flame is meant to procure its location from a crimson elephant.” 

“I see,” Dastan said, no longer stifling his giggles. He’d seen the king’s war elephants marching through the city now and then. And they were all decidedly gray creatures. 

At that moment Javed alighted before them, sending up a cloud of dust, just as Dastan had when he landed in the alley. 

“Our path seems clear. Now, what were you two discussing? It seemed quite serious.” Javed tried to hide a smile. He clearly thought that anything Haxam had to say would not be worth the time spent listening to it. 

“According to Haxam here, there is some sort of—” 

“Messenger!” A voice burst out from one of the nearby streets. Instantly, Dastan forgot about Haxam and his drink-induced delusions. 

He grabbed the edge of the roof’s overhang and pulled himself up, peering out across the tops of the buildings. “our breakfast might not be a lost cause yet,” he said. “I’ll be right back!” 

Dastan took off upon the rooftops. He dashed across the first one, leaping over an alley onto the flat mud-brick top of a pottery shop. Crossing it in a few steps, he slid down a columned overhang and landed on his feet in the middle of the next street. 

After that, Dastan stayed on the ground, hurrying around the corner and finding himself at the edge of a broad square flanked by some of the finest shops in Nasaf. 

The man who had shouted for a messenger was standing in front of one of those shops. His hands were tucked behind his back, and his face wore a look of slight distaste as he surveyed the youths rushing toward him. He was a portly, small-eyed man named Kamyar with a reputation for being short-tempered and unkind. However, thanks to his thriving spice business, he was wealthy enough to buy plenty of friends. 

Dastan hurried into the square, joining the growing throng gathering in front of the spice shop. running messages throughout Nasaf was one of the few ways a swift-footed street rat could earn a few honest coins, and there were always plenty of them eager for the work. 

“You need a messenger? I’ll do it!” one of the youths called to the shopkeeper. 

“Me, me, me!” another boy shouted out, jostling his way forward. “I’m the fastest!” 

Dastan elbowed his way closer. He almost tripped over a small boy who was clinging to the hand of an even smaller one. 

“Sorry,” Dastan told the older of the brothers. “I nearly didn’t see you.    What are you doing here, Yusef?” 

The older boy squared his small shoulders. “I want to carry the message,” he said shyly. “I know I can do it. I’ve watched you many times, Dastan—I want to be as fast as you are someday.” 

Dastan smiled. “I see. well, good luck to you, my friend.” 

“Thanks!” Yusef beamed at him. 

The crowd shifted, and Dastan wriggled his way still closer to the shopkeeper. A quick look around told him that there was little competition in this crowd. He recognized everyone he saw and knew that he was faster than any of them. 

But then he spotted a face that he didn’t recognize. It belonged to a tall, lanky fellow about his own age or perhaps a year older. The boy had clever green eyes, ginger hair, and a sunburned face. 

He turned and caught Dastan staring. “You’re Dastan, right?” the stranger said with a cocky grin. “I’ve heard you’re the fastest messenger in Nasaf.” 

“That’s what they say,” Dastan replied. “Who are you?” 

“Silence, scabs!” the shopkeeper bellowed at that moment. 

The crowd quieted down at once. The only sounds were the bleating of a lamb somewhere nearby and the lazy buzzing of flies circling the bins of sticky dates in front of the next shop. even the shoppers at the other stalls turned to listen curiously. 

“That’s better.” Kamyar looked smug. “The message I need delivered today is extremely important. It deals with preparations for the great celebration at the palace tomorrow in honor of young Prince Garsiv’s birthday.” 

Dastan nodded along with most of the others. The entire city knew of the impending birthday feast. Dignitaries from the surrounding lands had been arriving all week, with more expected up until the day itself. Persians took birthday celebrations seriously, and a prince’s birthday was even more special, calling for a full day of feasting. 

“Naturally,” the shopkeeper went on with a haughty sniff, “I shall be supplying some goods for the festivities. I’m sure even a bunch of no-account rats like you can understand how important it is that my message reach its destination as quickly as possible.” 

“I can do it, sir!” a skinny, dark-haired boy called out. “I shall travel with wings on my feet!” 

“You?” another boy sneered. “what a joke. You couldn’t outrun a three-legged camel.” 

“Silence!” Kamyar yelled. “I’m not finished. Due to the importance of this message, I’m proposing a deal. whichever boy gets the message there first will get double the usual payment.” 

“Double!” someone exclaimed, while several others gasped. 

“And the rest?” the ginger-haired stranger called out. “what do the other messengers get?” 

“Nothing.” The shopkeeper pulled out several small rolls of parchment and fanned them in one hand. “Do you understand?” 

Judging by the hands reaching out to grab the copies, the answer was yes. The shopkeeper shouted out the address to which the message was going while boys took off in every direction. 

Dastan shoved his way closer, not wanting to miss out. He reached for one of the few remaining parchment rolls, but a sudden shove made him miss it. 

“Hey!” he blurted out. 

“Sorry.” It was the ginger-haired stranger again. He grabbed two of the parchment rolls and tossed one to Dastan. “There you go, friend. May the best messenger win.” 
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Chapter Four


Dastan tucked the parchment into his waistband and sprinted across the square. 

A few of the others had a head start, but Dastan wasn’t worried. He headed for a rug shop just across the way. It was overflowing with ornately decorated carpets. Some were laid out on the ground and was hanging up. others were rolled and stacked along the edge of the shop’s open, arched doorway. 

The rug seller, a stout little man who smelled strongly of frankincense, saw Dastan coming. He frowned and waddled forward. 

“No!” he cried, waving both hands wildly. “Stay away, you. I won’t have your filthy feet all over my—aargh!” 

His protests were too late. Dastan was already leaping up onto the stacks of rugs. The first one rolled beneath his feet, tumbling out into the square. But Dastan had already jumped onto another. He ran nimbly upward, moving from one rug to the next. Soon he was high enough to leap onto the roof of the shop. 

“Nice carpets, sir!” he called back. “Very easy on the feet!” 

The sounds of the rug merchant’s curses faded quickly as Dastan ran across the roof. He didn’t bother to slow down as he flung himself over the alley between that shop and the next. 

He paused briefly on the next rooftop to consider the best route. As he did, he heard a clatter behind him. Spinning around, his jaw dropped. That ginger-haired boy was racing after him across the rooftops! 

“What are you doing up here?” Dastan blurted out in surprise. 

The other boy grinned. “Same as you,” he said breathlessly. “Going after that double payment.” 

Dastan scowled. Then he spun and raced off, doing a handspring across a low dome and then zigzagging his way across the next few rooftops. If this stranger was planning to follow him, Dastan wasn’t going to make it easy. 

A broad avenue lay between him and the next set of rooftops. Dastan dropped onto his side and skidded down a steeply sloping awning, grabbing the edge just in time to stop himself from hurtling off into thin air. Swinging down, he let go and dropped lightly to the ground. 

A second later he heard a shout of alarm. He ducked just in time, as the other boy went shooting past overhead, skinny arms and legs flailing. 

“Oof!” The kid landed hard in a large pile of fresh fruit outside a market stall. Peaches, apricots, and figs flew in every direction. An angry shout went up from nearby. 

Dastan winced, feeling a little sorry for the other boy. But his sympathy only lasted a fleeting moment. There was still work to be done. . . . 

He darted out into the avenue, dodging pedestrians, horses, camels, and a small flock of sheep that was being herded along by a bored-looking Assyrian. A soldier cursed at Dastan when he was forced to pull his horse up short, but Dastan took no notice. He made it to the far side of the street and then glanced back, wondering if the fruit seller had finished beating the other boy yet. 

His eyes widened. The lanky stranger had just jumped over the last of the sheep and was coming toward him! 

“Still with me, huh?” Dastan muttered. 

Dastan spun around to face the tall brick wall of a temple. For a moment he considered attempting Javed’s wall-run trick to get up it. But this was no time for taking chances. Instead he grabbed at the rough surface, his slim fingers finding barely visible protrusions while his toes wedged themselves into the slightest indentations. In this way, he scuttled up the wall until he reached the top. Then he hoisted himself onto the flat rooftop and scrambled to his feet. 

“Nice climbing!” the ginger-haired kid called from below. 

Dastan figured that meant he was giving up. But a second later he heard a series of grunts. Peering down, he saw the other boy clambering up the wall like an enormous spider. He might not be as graceful about it as Dastan had been, but he was still getting it done. 

Dastan glanced around, measuring his options. 

A moment later, the other boy pulled himself up, panting, and collapsed atop the roof. There were several new scrapes and scratches on his arms, legs, and chin. 

“That’s not as easy as you made it look.” He panted. 

Dastan didn’t respond. He turned and ran full-out toward the next drop-off. There was a courtyard lying between this building and the next, one almost too broad to jump. 

Almost. Dastan didn’t hesitate. His foot landed at the edge of the roof and pushed off. His arms whirled, propelling him forward. His eyes remained trained on the ledge at the far side. 

WHUMP! His feet landed safely on the flat stucco of the next roof with several inches to spare. 

Dastan allowed himself a small smirk. Let the newcomer try to follow that! But a glance behind showed him that the other boy was doing just that. without faltering, the ginger-haired kid sprinted forward and hurled himself off the edge, not even looking down. 

Dastan held his breath as the boy went airborne. These buildings were taller than the others in Nasaf. A fall into the hard stone courtyard would surely mean broken bones or worse. 

THUMP! 

“Ouch!” the stranger yelped as his feet missed their mark and his lanky body slammed against the wall of the next building. He grabbed onto the narrow ledge at the top with both arms, hanging on for dear life. 

Dastan was tempted to help him up. But he held himself back. why should he encourage this newcomer’s foolhardiness? 

Instead he watched as the other boy pulled himself up, inch by painful inch. Finally he was safely on the rooftop. He lay there for a few seconds, taking in deep breaths. Then he sprang to his feet, shooting Dastan a triumphant look. 

Dastan hurried onward, suddenly very concerned. He’d become the best messenger in Nasaf because the others never thought to avoid the congested maze of city streets by taking to the rooftops. The few that did soon found it to be not as easy as Dastan made it seem. 

But this newcomer was different. He appeared to have no fear—or perhaps no sense. either way, he was keeping up long after any of the other messengers had dropped back. 

Dastan found himself looking down on a metalworker’s shop, where there was an outdoor display of swords, spears, and other weapons. reaching down, he was just able to grab the longest of the lances. He stabbed it into the ground and leaped outward, using the length of the shaft to propel himself across the narrow street. when he landed on the steeply angled roof opposite, he let go of the lance and slid down the sloped tiles. 

Just below him, a cavalry soldier’s horse was standing at the edge of the street. Its master was examining the metalworker’s wares. 

Dastan twisted himself in the air, aiming for the saddle. He landed a little off-center, almost tipping off as the startled horse let out a snort of surprise and leaped forward. 

“Easy, boy!” Dastan cried, grabbing a fistful of the horse’s mane and hauling himself upright. His legs clung to the beast’s sides as the horse skittered sideways and tossed its head. 

Dastan kicked with both legs, urging the horse onward. By now the owner had heard the ruckus and spun around. 

“Hey!” heshouted. “Get off my horse! Thief! Thief!” 

But his cries were useless. Dastan had kicked the horse into a gallop. Dust flew beneath its hooves as it headed down the street. 

Just before turning the corner, Dastan dared a glance back. He smiled as he saw the ginger-haired boy standing in the street, watching with a look of dismay as Dastan continued forward. 
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Chapter Five


“Here you go.” 

Dastan stepped in front of Kamyar and held out the small clay seal the recipient had given him in return for the parchment. “I delivered your message. Now I’d like my payment. Double the usual rate, as you promised.” 

The square in front of the spice shop was much quieter than the last time he’d seen it. Yusef was still there, watching his little brother play in the dirt with a bug he’d found. A number of shoppers were wandering along the street or examining the merchants’ goods. But the rest of the would-be messengers were nowhere to be seen. 

That was no surprise. only the ginger-haired boy had showed up while Dastan was still at the other shop. And even he had been several minutes behind thanks to Dastan’s skillful trick with the horse. even though Dastan had let the stolen horse go and made his way back to the spice shop on foot, he was sure nobody else would be there for a while. 

Kamyar turned and surveyed him. “Sorry, boy,” he said with the faintest hint of a smirk, plucking the seal out of his hand. “I regret to inform you that someone else got there first. I’ve already paid the reward to him.” 

“What?” Dastan snapped. “But I was the first one there. The seal proves it.” 

“What seal?” Kamyar’s smirk grew as he tucked the seal into his voluminous muslin stole. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, scab. I already told you, someone else won the prize.” 

Yusef left his brother to his game and he came closer, his eyes darting from Dastan to the shopkeeper and back again. 

Dastan’s confusion turned to outrage as he realized what was going on. “You’re a liar!” he declared, clenching his fists at his sides. 

A few people glanced over when they heard these words. Little was more reviled in Persian society than a liar. 

“Nobody got back before Dastan,” Yusef added, his voice quiet. “I’ve been here the whole time. I would have seen.” 

Kamyar’s beady eyes barely flickered over the younger boy. “If you don’t mind, I am very busy,” he said. “The prince’s birthday is tomorrow, and there is much to do.” 

He started to turn away. Dastan darted forward and grabbed him by the arm. 

“You owe me that reward!” he shouted. “Give it to me, or else!” 

“Or else what?” The merchant spun to glare at him. “Take your hand off me.” 

“Give me my money,” Dastan retorted. 

Kamyar pushed him away. Before Dastan could respond, the shopkeeper turned and let out a whistle. A muscular young man appeared in the doorway of the spice shop. He was holding a dagger lazily at his side and sucking on a shank bone that was held in his other hand. 

“Yes, sir?” the man said. 

“This street trash is blocking the entrance to my shop,” Kamyar said with a nasty look at Dastan. “Clean it up, will you?” 

“With pleasure, sir.” The man tossed the bone aside and stepped toward Dastan and Yusef. “Move along.” 

Yusef scuttled away immediately, grabbing his little brother and heading off in the direction of the dump. But Dastan wasn’t going to give up that easily. 

“Get out of my way!” he yelled at Kamyar’s beefy employee. “I have business with your boss, the liar and cheat!” 

By now his cries were attracting even more attention. out of the corner of his eye, Dastan saw Javed appear in the square. But his real focus was still on Kamyar. 

“Get back here!” he cried as the merchant disappeared into his shop. He lunged forward, but found his way blocked by Kamyar’s henchman. 

“Leave, boy,” the man growled. “Now.” 

Javed hurried forward. “Sorry, sir,” he said, bowing as he grabbed Dastan by the arm. “He’s just excited. Didn’t mean any trouble.” 

“Let me go!” Dastan struggled against Javed’s grip. But his friend wouldn’t let go, dragging him off across the square. 

“Easy, little brother,” Javed panted as he pulled Dastan around a corner into a deserted alley. “Come on. It’s not worth it.” 

“Who says?” Dastan fumed. “He owes me!” 

“I know.” Javed finally let him go. “And he knows it, too. But he’s a respected businessman with lots of wealthy friends, and you’re, well . . .” 

“Street trash.” Dastan spat out the bitter words, stomping to the end of the alley and glaring across the square at the spice shop. “I should sneak in there tonight and light his precious myrrh afire. Maybe feed his turmeric and saffron to whatever rats I can find while I’m at it. I could steal all his black pepper and blow it in his window while he’s sleeping.” 

Javed chuckled. “He’s not worthy of the effort, little brother,” he said. “Save your energy for a more important cause and simply learn from this experience.” 

“Learn what? I already know that Kamyar is a liar. what more is there to learn?” 

Javed shrugged and wandered back out onto the street, peering hungrily at a baker’s goods. “Learn to demand payment up front from now on,” he told Dastan. “You’ve now proven yourself the fastest messenger in Nasaf, if there were any doubt before. That means you have something of value to offer. You can state your own terms.” 

“Yes. Something of value—such as risking my life to deliver his stupid message.” Dastan clenched his fists again as another wave of anger rolled over him. 

But then he sighed. Javed was right. what good would it do to make an enemy of Kamyar? He would only have that huge worker of his beat Dastan to a pulp, and there would be nothing Dastan could do about it. Nobody would take the side of a street rat over a wealthy merchant. It wasn’t fair, but it was the way of the world. or his world, at least. 

“Listen,” Javed said, steering Dastan around the corner and out of sight of Kamyar’s shop, “I was talking to your friend Haxam while you were gone.” 

“Haxam?” with some effort, Dastan dragged his mind away from Kamyar’s treachery. “who’s . . . ? oh, right. The lunatic.” 

“He told me what he heard about the Torch of Atar.” Turning to face Dastan, Javed leaned against a clay wall, resting his bad arm behind his back. “It sounds . . . interesting.” 

“You don’t mean you believe his tall tales?” Dastan asked, still too distracted to fully take in what his friend was saying. “I just thought you’d get a laugh out of it—and perhaps find it an interesting puzzle to think about.” 

“An interesting puzzle,” Javed said as he rubbed his chin. “I’ve heard similar tales of the Torch of Atar before.” 

“You have?” That finally got Dastan’s attention. “You mean Haxam didn’t conjure up this magical Torch business using an elixir made of the empire’s finest grapevines?” 

“No. There’s an inscription about the Torch on a building in my old village.” Javed paused, his eyes briefly taking on a faraway look, as they always did whenever he spoke or thought of his life before the fire. Then he blinked and glanced at Dastan. “I also heard about it from that old blind man who used to work in the king’s library. He loved to talk about all he saw in the books there when the gift of sight was still his.” 

Dastan knew Javed was interested in history, politics, literature, and pretty much anything else that had intellectual value. Dastan didn’t pay much attention to such matters. The only thing he was interested in was surviving. But he respected Javed. He looked up to him. If Javed thought this Torch was real . . . 

“Ah, it can’t be true,” Dastan said, kicking up sand with his bare foot. “A torch that controls all the world’s light and darkness—it’s crazy.” 

“It sounds as much. But the ways of immortals will only seem strange and impossible to ordinary mortals such as we.” 

“If it is real, just imagine the power . . .” Dastan looked over his shoulder. “If I got my hands on a torch like that, I wager old Kamyar would pay me what he owes me fast enough!” 

Javed shot him a look of alarm. “The whole reason that the Torch and flame were separated was to prevent any man from manipulating their power for his own benefit, little brother. only the pure of heart are capable of wielding the Torch. 

“If what the oracle bones revealed to Haxam is true, this could be the best chance in generations for someone to reunite the Torch and its flame. Think of all the good we could do with it—all the street rats we could feed, clothe, house. Think of Yusef and his little brother. If both Torch and flame are here in Nasaf, all it would take is figuring out who’s in possession of the Torch, then following the clues to the flame.” 

“Right.” Dastan shot his friend a skeptical look. “You mean clues such as talking to a crimson elephant?” 

Javed grinned. “I know it sounds impossible. But it could be fun to give it a try, don’t you think? And remember, tomorrow is the prince’s birthday celebration. The entire palace will be distracted.” His eyes twinkled as he glanced in the direction of the palace rising above the rooftops in the distance. “I imagine a couple of clever street rats might be able to sneak into the royal stables for a look at the elephants without anyone noticing.” 

Dastan chuckled. “Do you think so?” 

“Who knows until we make the attempt? Let’s go over to the palace now and see how things look.” 

Dastan shrugged. why not? At least helping Javed with this little game might further distract him from that scoundrel Kamyar. He was trying to follow his friend’s advice to learn from the incident. But it wasn’t going to be easy to let it go. The money Dastan was promised for the job would have allowed him to replace that chicken he’d lost earlier—and add an entire feast more. 

Dastan and Javed hurried through the maze of streets, heading toward the center of the city. It was approaching noon, and the sun beat down upon Nasaf, baking the dusty streets and the people who occupied them. 

But Dastan hardly noticed the heat as his mind returned to his recent humiliation. It didn’t seem right that Kamyar could cheat him out of a fairly earned reward. But he had. And as a street rat with no power of any kind, it seemed that Dastan could do nothing but accept it and move on. 

“Why are there so many people about?” Javed wondered aloud as they turned onto the main avenue leading from the city gates to the palace square. 

Dastan blinked and looked around. His friend was right. This was a residential area of large, grand homes occupied mostly by priests, tax collectors, and other important people. Normally at this time of day there might be a few residents wandering around on some errand or other, but not the throngs that were currently gathered on both sides of the street. People were jostling for space, laughing, and talking loudly as they craned their necks toward the far end of the street. 

Dastan and Javed traded a confused look. what was going on? 
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Chapter Six


“Stand back!” a palace guard shouted, striding along the avenue with a phalanx of his cohorts. “Make way for guests of the king!” 

Dastan stood on the tips of his toes to peer past the women in front of them. “I wonder who it is.” 

“Must be someone important. I can’t imagine so many people would turn out to watch some Mesopotamians or Scythians go by, let alone some satrap from another part of the empire.” Javed chuckled. “Can you see anything?” 

“Not much.” Dastan hopped up and down in place, still hoping for a glimpse of the spectacle. 

Just then a cry of excitement went up. As it did, the crowd shifted in front of the two boys and they were able to squeeze through. Now they had an unobstructed view of the procession that had just appeared at the far end of the block. 

The delegation was led by at least a dozen foot soldiers followed by several rows of men on horseback. The horses were wiry and alert, their necks and haunches draped with silver-threaded tapestries. 

Javed peered at the flag the lead horseman was carrying. “It’s the white Huns, come from the northern borders,” he reported. 

“You sound surprised, my friend.” Dastan was watching the horses, admiring their showy way of moving. 

“Indeed I am,” Javed replied. “we have only recently defeated the Huns in the wars. I hope that their presence in Nasaf means that relations have sweetened between our two peoples—and not something worse.” 

Dastan shrugged. Politics and wars were matters for the king and his men, not for him. what difference did it make in his life whether the Persians were at war with the romans or the white Huns or anyone else? It didn’t increase the number of maggot-eaten lamb shanks to be found at the dump, nor make it any easier to sneak a piece of fruit out from under the nose of a shopkeeper. 

He watched as the procession came closer. Behind the riders was a pair of litters carried by muscular, bare-chested servants. Upon each of the litters lounged a young man dressed in the finest silk and linen. 

“Those two must be princes of the Huns,” Javed guessed. 

Dastan shifted his gaze from the horses to the litters. The younger of the princes was dressed in rich reds and russets, and the draping on the litter matched his clothing. The other litter was draped in purple and green, but Dastan barely took in the figure upon it. His attention was caught by something else. He stared at it as the litters moved forward, nearing the spot where they were standing. Could it be . . . ? 

“The Torch!” he blurted out, poking Javed in the ribs. “Look—it is just as Haxam described!” 

“Very funny, little brother,” Javed said. “I think you have torches on the . . .” 

His voice trailed off as he saw what Dastan had seen. Displayed in a place of honor at the front of the older prince’s litter was a large, unlit torch crafted of solid gold. Its handle was shaped in the body of a sinewy lion, and at the tip the beast’s open mouth was lined with ivory teeth offering the spot for a flame. The object gleamed dully in the sun, its whole appearance ancient and otherworldly. 

“I cannot believe it!” Javed exclaimed. “It seems that this is the Torch of Atar. But how can it be?” 

Before Dastan could respond, Javed leaped forward, his gaze trained on the Torch. He scurried right past the front of the first litter, causing one of the litter bearers to stop in midstep to avoid bumping into him. It took a second for the other men to stop, which caused all the litters to wobble. 

The red-clad prince upon it had to grab hold of the sides to keep his balance. He let loose with a torrent of angry words in his own language. Then he grabbed a wicked-looking scimitar that was lying beside him. 

“Who is responsible?” he cried in accented but fluent Persian, glaring around at the litter bearers. “Perhaps when your head is rolling about these filthy streets, the others will be less clumsy!” 

“Easy, brother,” the elder prince said. “I saw what happened. It was not our people’s fault; they had to stop to avoid tripping over that.” 

He pointed at Javed, whose eyes were fixed on the Torch. Javed seemed unaware that the entire procession had come to a halt because of him. 

Dastan began pushing his way past the Hun soldiers, trying to get closer. Javed’s dreaminess often landed him into trouble. This seemed to be one of those times. 

The younger prince lowered his scimitar and turned his glare upon Javed. “out of the way, street scum!” he snapped. 

Javed seemed not to hear him. He was staring between two foot-soldiers toward the purple-draped litter beyond. 

“Can it be?” he asked. “Is that really the Torch of Atar?” 

Dastan winced. He tried to rush to Javed’s side. But the muscular arm of a Hun soldier stopped him. 

“So what if it is?” The younger prince smirked at Javed. “Do you think only the mighty Persians have anything of value in their treasury?” 

Meanwhile, his brother’s expression had suddenly hardened. “what would a common Persian street rat know of the Torch of Atar?” he demanded, staring at Javed. 

“Back off, street trash,” the younger Hun prince ordered. “You are not worthy to even gaze upon our treasure.” 

“Let me past,” Dastan muttered, shoving at the burly Hun soldier in front of him. He recognized the distracted look on his friend’s face, as well as the annoyed and impatient one on that of the younger Hun prince. 

Javed took another step toward the Torch. The young prince frowned. 

“You dare ignore my order?” he exclaimed, raising his scimitar. 

Dastan lunged forward. But the soldier gave him a hard shove, sending him tumbling back against a group of women. 

“Keep back, boy,” the Hun rumbled in rough Persian. 

As Dastan muttered hasty apologies to the women, he heard the older Hun prince speak. “Don’t do anything foolish, brother. Father will be incensed if we ignite another war.” 

“But the insolence . . .” 

“Yes. But perhaps we should merely have the guards seize him and hold him prisoner a while so that he cannot hope to steal from us. That should be enough, and I’m sure the Persian king will understand our concerns.” He nodded toward an especially large guard with a scar on one cheek, who immediately took a step toward Javed. 

Dastan peered out between the soldiers in time to see the younger prince lower his scimitar, seeming to be considering his brother’s words. “I suppose you’re right,” the young Hun said at last, though he sounded disappointed to have a kill pulled from his reach. 

Javed finally broke out of his reverie and scooted between the rows of soldiers, putting himself well out of reach of the younger prince’s scimitar. when Dastan saw this, he finally let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. But he kept a wary eye on the scar-faced Hun guard, who was now following Javed. 

Still, Dastan wasn’t too worried. If Javed started running he would surely be able to evade the Huns on the busy Nasaf streets. After all, Javed knew them better than any other street kid. 

Just then, Javed reached the second litter and stopped, transfixed again. Staring up at the Torch with his mouth agape, he reached up and touched it, running his fingers over its gleaming surface. 

The younger prince narrowed his eyes. “Father might not want any more wars,” he said, “but both he and the Persian king can surely understand punishing a common thief. . . .” 

His brother looked alarmed. Before he could reply, however, the younger prince barked out something in his own language. 

The scar-faced guard’s sword flashed. The unpleasant chop of metal against flesh caused the watching crowds to gasp and then moan. 

Not a moment later Javed collapsed to the ground, blood spurting from his throat. 
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Chapter Seven


Dastan howled, leaping forward into the crowd. 

The Hun guards tried to stop him once again. But this time he would not be stopped. He grabbed one of the arms coming toward him, swinging over it like an acrobat, then pushing off the chest of another soldier who was reaching for him. 

“Oof!” the second man grunted, going down hard on his back while the watching crowd gasped in awe and several small boys let out a ragged cheer. 

Dastan noticed none of it. All his attention was on his friend. Javed’s body looked smaller and slighter than ever as it lay broken on the street. Blood was pulsing from his neck, pouring down to stain his clothes and his lucky coin, which dangled from its cord. 

“Now, why did you go and do that?” the older Hun prince complained to his brother. Then he switched into his own language. 

Kneeling down beside Javed, Dastan peered into his friend’s face. But any life had already left him. His blood seeped into the sand and grit. Dastan let out a strangled cry. His only friend was dead. 

Feeling fury rise in him, Dastan jumped to his feet and spun around. The guard who had killed Javed was looking down, wiping the blood from his sword on the hem of his garment. He let out a cry of surprise as Dastan flung himself forward, fists flying. 

“I’ll kill you!” Dastan shouted, the anger pounding in his head. He pummeled the guard as hard as he could. “I’ll kill you for this!” 

The guard threw up his hands to block the blows, responding first in his own language, then in Persian. “Stop!” he ordered. “or you’ll die, like your worthless friend here.” 

He grabbed Dastan and shoved him hard. Dastan flew backward, sprawling onto the street and skidding several yards. 

But he was back on his feet in an instant. with another glance at Javed’s body, Dastan let out a ragged cry and ran at the guard again. 

This time the Hun was ready for him. He swung his sword, aiming for Dastan’s midsection. 

Dastan saw the blow coming just in time. He sprang straight upward and felt the blade flash a hairsbreadth beneath his bare feet. Taking advantage of the guard’s momentary loss of balance, Dastan leaped to claw at the man’s eyes. 

The guard struck Dastan a heavy blow to the jaw, then dug his fingers into the boy’s arms and peeled him loose, flinging him to the ground once again. 

Dastan hardly felt the blow. He was numb to pain now. He had just witnessed the murder of his best friend—the only person he cared about in the world. killed before his eyes. Pushing himself upright, he let out a howl and ran toward the scar-faced soldier again. 

By now, however, several other Hun guards were coming to the first man’s aid. A couple of them grabbed Dastan in midleap, shoving him to the ground face-first. Gritty sand ground into Dastan’s cheek as they pressed his head down with the soles of their leather sandals. 

“Wait!” the older Hun prince called out in a commanding voice. “I want you to take him alive.” 

That seemed to confuse the guards. For a second they all stopped where they were. The Hun who had been grinding Dastan’s face into the ground with his foot stepped back and muttered something in his own language. 

Dastan spat out a mouthful of filthy, sooty dirt, then coughed. Before he could move, he saw a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. Someone grabbed him by the arm. 

“Hurry!” a voice hissed. “This could be your only chance!” 

Dastan had no idea what whoever it was that grabbed him was talking about. He’d just caught a glimpse of the scar-faced guard turning away to address the prince. His fury bubbled up again, hot and bitter and strong. He leaped to his feet, focused on that guard. 

But he felt himself yanked off-balance by whoever had him by the arm. Spinning around in annoyance, he was startled to find himself looking into the face of the lanky, ginger-haired boy from the messenger race. 

“Hurry!” the stranger said again, shooting a nervous look at the Huns. He and Dastan were still surrounded by guards, but all of them were staring at the two princes, who appeared to be arguing with each other in their own language. 

“We’ve got to go—now!” the boy shouted. 

“No.” Dastan tried to yank his arm free. “I have business here.” 

The other boy hung onto him. “You’ll get yourself killed.” 

“I don’t care.” Dastan swung his free arm, trying to get the boy to let go. 

The lanky stranger took the blow without a whimper, his grip on Dastan’s arm never loosening. “Don’t you think your friend Javed would care?” he hissed. “You won’t be able to properly avenge him—or even mourn him—if you’re dead yourself!” 

That finally broke through the boiling outrage Dastan felt. 

He shot another look at Javed’s body. As he did, he saw one of the Hun soldiers reaching out to grab him. Dodging him just in time, Dastan took off, ducking the first guard’s hands and shoving another who was turning toward him. 

“Come on!” he yelled, hoping the ginger-haired stranger would be quick enough to follow. 

The two of them darted between a couple of soldiers and reached the edge of the street. The watching crowd seemed confused by what was going on, and nobody made a move to stop them as Dastan and his new friend dashed down the narrow alleyway. 

“Get them!” the older Hun prince shouted. 

The guards scrambled into motion, chasing after the boys. Dastan could hear the squeals of women and children and the angry oaths of men as the Huns barreled through the Persian crowd. 

“This way!” Dastan called over his shoulder, heading down a twisting street between two tall, narrow houses. 

“What are you doing?” the other boy cried in dismay as Dastan skidded to a stop in front of a towering stucco wall covered in thick grapevines. “This is a dead end!” 

“Not for us.” Dastan clambered up the vine like a monkey, swinging himself up hand over hand, wedging his bare feet on the wall to keep his balance. Behind him, he heard the other boy let out a delighted laugh. 

He also heard the clamor of the Hun guards. 

But Dastan was nearly at the top of the wall. He scrambled onto the roof, turning to help haul the other boy up and over. 

And just in time. An arrow zinged past them, arcing up and then falling back to the roof with a clatter. Dastan chanced a quick glance down to see if the soldiers would try to follow. He saw that two or three of them were already grabbing onto the grapevine. 

“Let’s hope it snaps under their weight and dumps them back on the street,” he said. “But in case that doesn’t happen, we’d better run.” 

“What are you waiting for?” The other boy took off across the roof. 

Dastan raced after him, catching up when the stranger paused at the edge of the building. “Don’t think about it,” Dastan called as he sped past without slowing. “Just jump!” 

He leaped across the alley. A second after he landed, he heard a grunt. The other boy stumbled into him, almost knocking him over. 

“Sorry,” he said, panting. 

Dastan glanced back and saw that two of the Hun soldiers were still coming at them. “Hurry,” he said. 

He led the way across the roof and onto a portico overlooking another wide avenue. “Are you crazy?” the other boy cried when he caught up. “we can’t jump this one!” 

“We’re not going to.” Dastan dropped down, then swung his feet over the edge of the portico. kicking forward, he felt around with his toes until he found the carved stone capital at the top of one of the columns. Grabbing it with both feet, he let go with his hands, skidding down until he could grab the column with his arms and slide the rest of the way to the ground. 

The other boy landed a moment after he did. “which way?” he asked. 

Dastan couldn’t help being impressed. There weren’t many boys in Nasaf who would have been quick, agile, and brave enough to follow him just now. Not even . . . 

Quickly banishing the thought of Javed from his mind, Dastan glanced up and down the street. There were only a few pedestrians along with a couple of carts and wagons. He gulped as he spotted a passel of Huns racing around the corner. 

They saw him, too. The leader let out a shout, and they all came barreling toward the boys. 

“This way!” Dastan yelled, turning in the opposite direction and taking off. 

He could hear the other boy panting just behind him. Dastan’s mind was rushing even faster than his feet. The buildings along this street were tall and plain in the front, making them all but impossible to scale. But he wasn’t worried. The larger and heavier Hun soldiers, with all their armor and finery, would never be able to catch the swift, wiry boys. All the boys had to do was make it to the end of the block, and they would surely be able to lose them in the maze of familiar streets. . . . 

The thunder of hooves interrupted his thoughts. He gasped, shooting a look behind him. The mounted soldiers had just caught up to the others! 

“Horses!” the other boy cried, sounding panicky. “we’ll never outrun them!” 

Dastan shot a desperate glance around, searching for any rough stone façade on one of the buildings, any decorated column that might offer a path to the rooftops. . . . 

“This way!” he shouted, veering off to one side. 

He’d just spotted a donkey pulling a humble wooden cart piled high with pomegranates plodding toward them. A farmer was walking along beside the donkey. He let out a cry of alarm as Dastan sped straight toward his cart. 

Dastan leaped up, landing right in the middle of the carefully constructed tower of pomegranates, sending them flying in every direction. The farmer wailed with horror as his goods rolled and bounced into the street like a crimson tide. 

The first of the Huns’ horses spotted the rolling pomegranates coming toward it. It skidded to a stop, sending its rider flying off over its shoulder. Another horse spooked it and crashed into a third. Before long, the entire company of Hun soldiers was stopped, horses dancing and snorting as they tried to avoid the fruit rolling around their hooves, soldiers cursing and shouting at one another. 

But Dastan and his new friend didn’t stick around to watch the chaos. They raced onward, rounding the corner. Unfortunately, the next street was much the same as the last, with few avenues to the rooftops. Besides, Dastan realized that taking to the roofs was no solution. Not here. Unlike the humbler area near the dump, with its mass of low-slung buildings set close together with only narrow alleys snaking through them, most of this part of the city was separated into little islands of buildings by wide avenues. The channels between the buildings were impossible to leap. 

“Over here!” the other boy hissed, grabbing Dastan and dragging him toward the deep, arched entryway of a nearby building. 

Dastan saw little choice but to follow. He could already hear the shouts growing closer behind them and guessed that at least some of the Huns had urged their mounts through the sea of pomegranates by now. 

The two boys ducked through the arch. The small, barrel-vaulted entryway was lined with glazed tiles in various shades of blue and green, giving the place the feel of being underwater. Dastan tried the door into the house beyond, hoping it might offer them an escape route. But it was bolted shut. There was no other way out. If the Huns spotted them hiding here . . . 

A moment later came the rumble of hooves as the Huns surged down the road outside, shouting in broken Persian for everyone to clear the way. Then the noise faded into the distance. 

The ginger-haired boy leaned over and peeked out. “They’re gone. we’re safe.” 

“Yes.” Dastan cleared his throat. “It seems I owe you my life and my thanks, and I don’t even know your name.” 

“I’m Ardu.” The other boy smiled. “I was about to introduce myself earlier today, but that pig-eyed shopkeeper interrupted.” 

“Why haven’t I seen you before today?” Dastan asked. 

Ardu shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I just got here.” 

“Why did you come to Nasaf?” 

“Didn’t have anywhere else to go. I grew up in the middle of the desert—my parents ran a caravansary halfway between here and Ctesiphon, but then the romans came.” His expression darkened. “My parents tried to hide us, but the soldiers found everyone except me. My brothers, my sisters, my parents, and grandparents—they spared no one.” 

“Oh.” Dastan wasn’t sure what else to say, so he kept quiet. 

Ardu shot him a look. “So there I was, an orphan stuck out in the center of exactly nowhere. what else should I do but come to the heart of the empire to make my fortune?” He smiled and held out his arms. “So here I am in Nasaf. I suppose I’m not the only one here with a tale of woe.” 

He glanced at Dastan as if expecting him to offer his own story in return. But Dastan merely nodded, tight-lipped. “we’d better get out of here before the Huns come back and find us,” he said after a moment. Then he peered out onto the street. There was still no sign of the Huns. But a man was striding toward the archway where the boys were hiding. He was tall and very thin, wrapped in oxblood-colored robes of the finest silk that swirled around his feet as he walked. 

Dastan gasped as he recognized the man. “I thought this place looked familiar!” he murmured to himself, glancing around the tiled entryway. 

“What?” Ardu asked. 

“It’s Vindarna,” Dastan hissed urgently. “He owns this place. He’s a Magian—a powerful one who’s said to have all sorts of shadowy, mysterious powers beyond human knowing.” 

Ardu looked confused. But Dastan didn’t have time to explain further. He grabbed the other boy’s arm and hauled him out of the doorway after him. 

“Hey! You there, boy!” Vindarna’s voice was hoarse and raw. “what are you doing in there?” 

Dastan gulped as he met the man’s gaze. Vindarna’s black eyes and snakelike brows seemed to catch Dastan and hold him against his will, peering into his very soul. . . . 

With a shiver, Dastan broke free of the man’s gaze. “Come on!” he shouted to Ardu, turning and racing off back down the street. 
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Chapter Eight


“What was your friend looking at that made the Huns so angry?” Ardu asked. 

It was half an hour later. Dastan and Ardu had quickly outpaced Vindarna and then hurried back to the streets where they lived. They were laying low behind the large coop on a falconer’s rooftop until they were sure the Huns weren’t still searching for them. 

Dastan stared in at one of the falcons. The bird was sitting on its perch with its feathers hunched up around its head, looking unhappy in its captivity. 

“Javed was never careful enough,” Dastan mumbled. “He trusted people to be as kind as he was. But those Huns were not kind to him.” 

“Oh. I thought maybe he was trying to get a better look at the Torch of Atar. I was checking it out myself, though not from such close range.” 

Dastan’s eyes shot up to find the other boy watching him. why was this now all he heard about? 

“The Torch of Atar,” he repeated warily. “How do you know about that?” 

Ardu shrugged. “My father had an interest in all sorts of old legends. He loved to tell tales about the Torch of Atar, the Curse of the Bactrians, the Silk road Spirits, the Dagger of Time, the Skull of the Burned City, the Crown of elam . . .” 

“All right, I see.” Dastan frowned. It was starting to seem as if everyone knew about this mystical Torch except for him. “Do you think that was really it? How do you suppose the Huns got it? Do you think they heard its flame is in Nasaf, and that’s why they’ve brought it here?” Then he shook his head. why did he even care? None of the stories was true. 

Dastan grimaced, then stood and stretched. The sun was directly overhead by now, and it was hot on the dry mud-brick roof. Though he hadn’t eaten yet that day, his grief along with the stench of sun-baked bird waste kept him from feeling any hunger. 

He walked to the edge of the roof and surveyed the marketplace. It was busy. The people below looked like ants scurrying about in a maze. How many times had he stood and looked down at the streets of Nasaf with Javed at his side? Too many to count . . . 

“I’ve got to go,” he said over his shoulder. “My thanks again for your help.” 

“Wait!” Ardu jumped to his feet and hurried over before Dastan could move. “where are you going? The Huns could still be out there.” 

“I’ll be careful.” 

“But what’s the harm in waiting? we could talk more about the Torch in the meantime.” 

Dastan shot him a look. “That’s the last thing I want to talk about. I wish I’d never heard of that Torch. Perhaps if that were the case, Javed would still be alive.” 

He sprang off the roof, somersaulting from a mud-brick overhang and landing on his feet on the street. A second later, Ardu landed beside him. 

“I’m sorry about your friend,” he told Dastan. “From the way you speak of him, I know he was special. But he wouldn’t want you to risk your own life out of grief for him.” 

“He also wouldn’t want his most precious possession dumped into a mass grave, or worse, ground into the dirt and forgotten.” Dastan strode off down the street. “I need to see to his body and make sure that he and his lucky coin are laid to rest with dignity.” 

“Oh.” Ardu didn’t speak again for a moment or two, though he continued to keep pace. Finally he cleared his throat. “I’d like to help.” 

Dastan shot him a look. “Fine. But be careful.” 

They saw no sign of the Huns as they made their way back to the city center, taking the rooftops for part of the way but returning to the streets for the last portion of the trip. when they reached the spot where Javed had died, they found a group of Persian women gathered around his body, which they had moved off to the side to avoid traffic. Dastan took a careful look around before stepping out from the shelter of a doorway. Ardu hung back, looking nervous, but Dastan paid him no mind. 

He recognized the oldest of the women, a widow and washerwoman known as Farzaneh. She looked up when he approached. 

“Oh, Dastan!” she cried, wiping tears from her eyes. She looked down at Javed’s lifeless body. “He was such a kind boy, so cheerful and giving. . . .” 

Dastan didn’t dare speak. He nodded, then cleared his throat. It was lucky that Farzaneh and her friends were there. They would give Javed the respect he deserved. But what of the coin? 

A younger woman nodded. Dastan didn’t know her name, though he’d seen her working at a local baker’s shop. “Don’t worry,” she said in a soft voice. “we’ll look after him properly.” 

“I know. Thank you,” Dastan managed to choke out at last. “Please be sure to keep his coin with him. It was very important to—” 

As he spoke, he forced himself to view his friend’s body. The women had already cleaned away most of the blood, leaving Javed looking colder and stiller than ever. But that wasn’t what made Dastan gasp. 

“His coin!” he blurted out. “where is it?” 

Dropping to his knees, he searched his friend’s clothes. Javed’s skin had already gone cool and waxy, and touching it made Dastan shudder. But he didn’t stop until he’d determined that the cord was no longer around Javed’s neck. 

“Do you mean the pendant he was wearing?” Farzaneh frowned, shooting a baleful look toward the palace. “Those beasts took it.” 

One of the other women tsk-tsked. “The Huns said it was the only thing of value about ‘the common Persian street rat.’” 

“Monsters!” Farzaneh spat out. 

Dastan clenched his fists at his sides as he felt fury rising within him once again. “Don’t worry,” he told the women. “I’ll get that coin back so it can rest with him.” 

He didn’t realize that Ardu had joined him until he spoke. “How are you going to do that?” 

“I suppose I’ll have to sneak into the palace and steal it back.” Dastan shot Ardu a look, as if daring him to challenge this plan. 

But Ardu only nodded. “I’ll come along.” 

“You will?” Dastan couldn’t hide his surprise. “why?” 

Ardu turned his head to gaze toward the palace, looking thoughtful. “well, for one, while we’re in there, I can think of a good way to get back at the Huns for what they did,” Ardu replied. 

“You mean kill them?” Dastan gasped. “A tempting idea, but I suspect the palace guards might have something to say about it.” 

“No, nothing like that.” Ardu turned to face him, eyes sparkling with excitement. “what if we were to steal the Torch of Atar while we’re in there?” 

Dastan shrugged. “what’s the point? It’s of no more use to us than it is to them.” 

“It could be. what if we also found the flame that would restore its power?” 

“Impossible.” Dastan shook his head. “Javed was the one with a head for puzzles. with him gone. . . . Besides, the Torch’s only power is to bring misery and death.” 

Dastan’s gaze wandered back to his friend’s body. while part of him could hardly believe that Javed was dead, another part had already absorbed the loss. In fact, it was as if Dastan had always known it would end this way. After all, he had seen so much death in his few years. His life would now return to what it had been before. He would be all alone in the world. Part of him embraced that. what would the cost of a quest for the Torch be? Life? Did it matter anymore? 

“Fine,” Dastan said at last. “we can look for a chance to grab the Torch if you like. But only after we’ve found Javed’s coin.” 

“It’s a deal!” Ardu grinned. Then, suddenly seeming to remember the somber occasion, he shot a look at Javed’s body. “when should we do it?” 

“After dark.” Dastan was already wondering if it was a mistake to let Ardu tag along on his mission. It would have been difficult enough sneaking into the palace by himself. Ardu seemed like a good kid, but he was clearly a little too bold for his own good. 

Too bold for your own good. 

With a pang, Dastan realized that this was what Javed had always said about him. But he would never say it again. . . . 

Dastan glanced at Ardu, who was sprawled on his back with his mouth open, snoring up at the evening sky. The sun had just disappeared behind the city walls, leaving behind a few last splashes of color that painted the dull mud-brick and stone buildings orange and crimson. 

Rising as quietly as he could, Dastan tiptoed across the rooftop. After a supper of plums snatched from behind a fruit-seller’s back and some stale lavash found at the dump, Ardu had decided to take a nap before the evening’s adventures. He’d fallen asleep almost immediately with his head on his arm to cushion it from the rough stucco. 

Soon Dastan was hurrying across the rooftops, racing against the coming darkness. He paused on a portico overlooking the palace square. 

The enormous, sandy-colored palace looked magnificent at night. Light gleamed from every window in its tall, imposing façade and illuminated every column and arch. The torches reflected off the polished armor of the guards who stood sentry outside the main entrance. 

Dastan’s gaze traveled up the high palace walls, measuring his chances of getting inside. He shivered at the thought. Though he knew every inch of the streets and rooftops of Nasaf, the palace was one place he’d never imagined he’d have the chance to explore. 

He watched the guards just long enough to figure out their routine. In addition to those standing at attention at the base of the grand stone staircase, several others marched lazily back and forth along the colonnades that lined the front walls. Most of them hardly glanced at the ordinary Persian citizens wandering past within a few yards of the palace. 

Dastan swung down from the portico and loped across the square. Falling into step behind a group of weary-looking laborers, he waited for the closest guard to pass. The man was swinging his sword and humming under his breath. The lummox never even glanced at Dastan. 

Dastan’s mouth twisted into a smile. Sometimes it was nice to be a street rat, all but invisible to most people. 

He peeled away from the laborers and darted toward the colonnade. Ducking behind one of the stout stone columns, he peered out. The guard was still wandering along on his rounds. 

Dastan let out his breath, then turned and pressed himself back against the column. His heart sank as he saw that the colonnade offered neither doors nor windows into the palace. Now what? 

He peeked out again, waiting for the next guard to pass. As soon as the coast was clear, Dastan grabbed the column and started shimmying up. 

The column was much larger than most of those Dastan had climbed. His arms ached as they clasped the rough stone; his feet scrambled for purchase. But inch by inch, he made his way up. 

Finally, he was within reach of the capital. A carving of an angry bull stuck out from the side of the building, and Dastan was able to use it to pull himself up. Grunting with the effort, he clambered around the overhang, dangling for a moment over the square. He was glad for the darkness as he struggled to pull himself up the rest of the way. 

Once he made it onto the roof of the colonnade, he jumped to his feet and ran lightly along its length. At the corner of the palace were some decorative carvings running most of the way to the top. After one last look around, Dastan grabbed the carvings and started to climb. Halfway to the top, he was able to pick his way over on a narrow mud-brick ledge. That brought him within arm’s reach of a small window with an arched frame. 

He stretched up, reaching for the window ledge. As he did this, his foot slipped and he gasped, grabbing the ledge just in time to catch himself. He dangled there a moment, not daring to look down. Then he pulled himself up and flopped in through the window. 

Thankfully, the room he landed in was deserted. It appeared to be a small antechamber and was furnished only with a few chairs and a richly patterned rug. Dastan could hear the faint sound of music coming from somewhere below and deeper inside the palace, but the room he was in was silent except for the chattering of a mouse in some dark corner. 

Dastan climbed to his feet and padded softly toward the arched doorway. It opened into a larger room that was also unoccupied. This one looked as if it was probably a sitting room for the women of the palace. 

The larger room had doorways opening into each of its four walls. Dastan chose one at random and found himself in a huge, vaulted hall. It was almost dizzying to look around and realize he was actually indoors. The wooden floor creaked as he stepped onto it. There were several arches leading out along one side, and Dastan followed the sound of running water and found himself in a long, narrow room with potted palms in each corner and a fountain at the center lined with multihued tiles. The walls were covered in a colorful mosaic showing a great oasis in the desert with dancing nomads, fierce lions, and placid camels. 

It was an amazing spectacle. But Dastan wasn’t there to sightsee. Moving on, he passed through one room after another, each more luxurious than the last. once he nearly walked in on a small group of women gathered around a pretty young girl with combs holding up her hair. Ducking back just in time, he listened curiously to their chatter, which was in some language he didn’t recognize. Another time he found himself passing between several large cages containing leopards and other exotic cats who watched him with baleful yellow eyes as he passed between them. 

Soon Dastan’s head was spinning with all he’d seen. The palace seemed large enough from the outside, but now that he was within its massive walls it seemed even larger. It wasn’t long before he was hopelessly lost in its seemingly endless maze of rooms. 

And still, no Huns. 

But he kept moving. He was determined to track down Javed’s heirloom if it took all night. 

He walked quietly through an empty bedroom. The sound of voices drifted toward him from somewhere nearby, though within the confines of all these walls Dastan found it difficult to tell which direction it was coming from. 

Once again choosing a doorway at random, he came upon a sort of vaulted lounge. At the far end was a large, arched opening. Through it, Dastan could see a narrow carpeted room and into the one beyond. In that second room was a table upon which stood an elaborate wooden statue of an elephant. 

As soon as he saw it, Dastan’s mind flashed back to that clue Haxam had mentioned. Forgetting his caution, he hurried forward into the middle room, his gaze trained on the carved elephant. 

“YoU!” a voice exclaimed. 

Dastan gasped, whirling around. At the far end of the narrow room several men were gathered around a small table watching a couple of courtiers play a game of shatranj. Among the spectators were several palace guards. 

“Who are you?” one of them called out suspiciously. 

Instead of answering, Dastan spun around and raced away. 

“Get him, men!” a voice shouted behind him. 

The chase was on . . . again. 
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Chapter Nine


Unlike the busy warren of streets and alleys outside, the layout of the palace was a complete mystery to Dastan. He no longer knew in which direction he should be going. He could do nothing but run at random from one room to another and hope to lose the guards. 

Dastan dashed down a winding stone staircase to the next floor. Behind him, the clatter of the guards sounded far too close for comfort. If he’d been outside in the streets, he might have enjoyed this game of cat and mouse. Instead, here in the palace, he felt his heart pounding with terror as he searched frantically for a hiding place or a way out. 

He skidded around a corner and tripped over the edge of the sumptuous carpet in the next room. Catching himself on a chair, he took a deep breath. This was no time to panic. 

Hurrying through the next archway, he found himself in what he could only guess was a reception room of some sort. There was a dais at one end, above which extended an elaborately carved balcony. 

Dastan didn’t hesitate. Dashing across the large room, he leaped onto the dais and then sprang into the air. He grabbed for the balcony, his fingers scraping down its surface and leaving bits of skin behind. But he managed to hang on. Then he swung his legs up until his toes caught on the bottom. After that, it was a simple matter to scramble up the front. He flung himself over the edge seconds before several guards came charging into the room. 

Holding his breath, Dastan watched them through the carved openings in the balcony’s railing. Most of the men continued out of the room, but one stayed behind, probing suspiciously. 

Uh-oh. Now what? Dastan glanced around the tiny balcony, and his eyes widened. There was a door up there! It was set into the back wall and invisible from below. 

Crawling over as carefully as he could, Dastan gave the door a gentle nudge. It quietly swung open and Dastan wriggled through, hoping the guard hadn’t heard him. 

He found himself at the top of a narrow stairway and quickly hurried down. Upon reaching the bottom, he peered out carefully. Another series of rooms lay in front of him. Again, many of them seemed to be deserted. Dastan could only guess that most of the palace’s residents and guests were downstairs in one of the king’s lavish reception rooms. 

However, it turned out that not everyone was downstairs. Dastan rounded a corner and almost stumbled upon a tall, burly man standing at attention. Luckily, the guard’s back was to Dastan, and Dastan was able to melt back into the shadows of the doorway. 

But his luck didn’t hold. 

He was about to turn and try a different path when the guard’s head turned. Dastan choked back a gasp when he saw the scar on the man’s cheek. It was the Hun guard who had killed Javed! A wave of searing anger washed through Dastan’s body, causing him to tremble from head to toe. It took everything he had not to leap out and try to kill the man with his bare hands. But in some small, logical corner of his mind, Dastan knew that would be suicide. Besides, Javed would never have wanted Dastan to act in such a way. 

But he would have wanted his coin back. And as Dastan’s head cleared, he realized he must have just stumbled upon exactly what he’d been looking for. The white Huns’ guest quarters. 

Dastan ducked back into the other room before the guard could spot him, then tiptoed around to the next doorway. when he peered through, he saw two more Hun guards lounging around in a large, sumptuous sitting room. A servant was cleaning up the remains of a meal, and Dastan’s stomach grumbled as the scents of cinnamon, citrus, and roasted lamb drifted to him. 

He ignored that as best he could. Peering out from behind the silk drapery decorating the doorway, he scanned the room. There was a pile of small things tossed on a table at the far end—some coins and seals, a small, bejeweled dagger, and various other odds and ends. 

Could Javed’s lucky coin be among them? From his current position Dastan couldn’t tell. And given that the guards and servants all stood between him and the table, he saw no safe way of finding out. 

As he hesitated, trying to decide what to do, he heard a sudden shout from somewhere not far away. In the sitting room, the Hun guards looked up and muttered to each other. Dastan couldn’t understand their language, but he guessed by their expressions that they were wondering about the shouts. 

He held his breath as they strode to the opposite doorway. Leaning out, they conferred with Javed’s murderer. even the servant drifted after them, peering out as well. A moment later they had all disappeared into the outer chamber. 

Dastan didn’t hesitate. This would be his best chance. He dashed across the room, his bare feet silent on the plush carpets lining the floor. Grinding to a stop in front of the table, he spotted the coin instantly. He picked it up and clutched it tightly. It was still sticky with Javed’s blood. 

Tears came to Dastan’s eyes, but he blinked them away. As he did, he heard the soft murmur of voices from the next chamber. Peeking around the corner, he gulped as he spotted the two Hun princes lounging in a smaller, yet even more luxurious sitting room. 

“All right, brother,” the youngest one was complaining. “If you insist we practice our Persian, I’ll do my best to speak their ridiculous language. Are you happy now?” 

“Not exactly.” His brother sighed, casting his gaze around the room so that Dastan had to pull back his head to avoid being spotted. But he could still hear as the prince went on. “why must you be so impulsive? If you hadn’t had that Persian boy killed earlier, he might have been able to tell us something useful.” 

“As if a common street rat would know anything about the Torch of Atar’s flame,” the younger prince scoffed. 

“It certainly sounded as if he did from his comments. But now we might never know.” 

The younger brother was silent for a moment. when he finally spoke again, his voice was sullen. “well, you and Father might have told me that was why he was really sending us here. I should have known he wasn’t really interested in making peace with the Persians or attending their silly celebration.” 

Dastan peered carefully into the room again. The older prince had stood up and now had his back to the door. when the prince turned around, Dastan saw that he was holding the Torch itself. The prince held it up to the lantern, admiring the play of light on the burnished gold. 

Then he chuckled. “Father feared your heedless mouth,” he told his brother. “But now that you know the truth, perhaps together we can figure out whether the flame is truly in Nasaf as all the omens portend.” 

“How are we supposed to do that?” 

The older prince sounded thoughtful. “That street rat had a friend or relative of some sort, remember?” 

“You mean the lunatic boy who attacked the guards?” The younger prince laughed. “Do you really think he could know anything about the location of the flame?” 

Dastan barely took in the fact that they were referring to him. He had just been struck with what this meant. The Huns not only had the Torch, but they believed, as Haxam did, that its flame was hidden somewhere in Nasaf. Could they really be planning to reunite them and restore the Torch’s otherworldly powers? 

Exactly what were those powers, anyway? Dastan tried to remember what Haxam had told him. Something about light and dark, and the mortal and immortal worlds . . . 

Just then, Dastan heard footsteps behind him. For a moment, he’d forgotten where he was. Spinning around, he saw that the Hun servant had returned to the main room and spotted him. The man looked surprised. 

“What you doing in here?” the servant demanded in broken Persian. 

Dastan shoved Javed’s coin into his clothes. He also grabbed the jeweled dagger and a few coins for good measure. He was tempted to run into the smaller room and grab the Torch out of the prince’s hands as well. 

But Dastan hadn’t noticed whether there was another way out of the second room, and he didn’t want to be trapped in there. Instead, he took off through the next closest doorway. 

By now the guards had turned around in response to the servant’s cry. They called out in their guttural language, and a second later Dastan heard the older prince’s voice commanding in Persian for him to stop, which, of course, he didn’t. He sprinted through a couple of bedchambers and down a long open hall lined with mosaic murals. 

The next few minutes passed in a haze of confusion. As Dastan raced through one room after another, he started to wonder if the palace was enchanted, for it seemed he would never reach the end of it. Behind him he began to hear Persian voices as well as Hun ones and guessed that his original pursuers had heard the ruckus and rejoined the chase. Dastan was starting to despair that he would ever find a way out when he found himself in a room lined with windows—and through those windows he could see moonlight! If he could escape the palace, he knew he would be able to lose the guards quickly on the city streets, especially at night. 

He wasn’t sure how high up he was at this point. But he wasn’t too concerned about that. Leaping at the window, he flipped himself over the sill, glancing down just long enough to gauge the distance to the ground before letting go. 

It was only one story down, and Dastan landed easily on his feet. But when he glanced around, his heart sank. He wasn’t back on the streets, or even in the vast walled gardens he had heard lay behind the palace. No, he had landed in some sort of inner courtyard, a tranquil spot with benches, potted citrus trees, and a small, decorative fountain. 

Looking up, he saw a couple of guards peering down at him from the window. one pulled out a bow and notched an arrow. Dastan had to cartwheel out of the way to avoid it as it whizzed down. 

Still, his heart leaped with new hope as he realized none of the guards seemed eager to follow him through the window. At least that meant he had a head start. . . . 

He dashed out of the courtyard and found himself in a food-preparation room of some sort. Platters stood side by side on several long tables, waiting to be delivered to the king’s hungry guests. The scent of meat, fruit, and spices assaulted him, causing his stomach to rumble again and nearly turning his knees to jelly. Despite the urgency of his situation, Dastan paused and grabbed a handful of seasoned rice off a plate, stuffing it into his mouth and shoving his face with anything he could grab from the table as he sprinted forward. Hurrying on through the room, he snatched a chunk of smoked cheese and a handful of pastries as well, tucking them into his clothes for later. If he survived this adventure, he was going to eat well tonight! 

As Dastan continued to run, he was once again faced with a perplexing warren of rooms. He tried to keep his bearings and move along always in the same direction, figuring that way he was bound to hit an outer wall eventually. 

But once more, the palace’s layout confounded him. He skidded around a corner, expecting to see moonlight again—and instead nearly ran straight into a pair of palace guards. 

“There he is!” one of the guards shouted. “Grab him!” 

Dastan spun around, but there was another guard running up behind him, sword at the ready. Dastan was trapped! 
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Chapter Ten


“Halt, boy!” one of the guards shouted. “who are you, and what are you doing here?” 

“Causing trouble, I wager,” another guard said with a snort. 

Dastan’s head spun. For a second he was tempted to give up, to allow them to take him into custody. Maybe they would be merciful and merely toss him back out into the streets after a quick beating. 

Then he spotted another guard rushing down the hallway toward them. He was wearing the distinctive colors of the Hun flag. 

Dastan gulped. would the Hun guard realize he was the boy the princes wanted to question? 

He wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t take that chance. 

Reaching into his clothes, he yanked out the piece of cheese he’d grabbed and hurled it at one of the Persian guards. It struck the guard on the forehead, and he staggered back in surprise. 

“Hey!” the second guard exclaimed, dodging as Dastan whipped one of the pastries in his direction. 

The third guard jumped forward and grabbed Dastan from behind. A second later Dastan felt a cold steel blade at his throat. 

“Don’t move, boy,” the guard growled, his garlic-scented breath touching Dastan’s cheek. 

Dastan froze for a second. He had been reaching for the other pastry in his coat, but his hand had brushed against something else, something he’d nearly forgotten he’d tucked in there. 

His fingers closed around the jeweled hilt of the dagger he’d stolen from the Huns. He gulped as the guard’s sword tickled his Adam’s apple. 

But he didn’t allow himself to hesitate. 

Whipping out the dagger, he thrust it backward in one smooth motion. 

The dagger was small, more like a toy than a weapon. But its blade was sharp enough to slice into the unprotected skin of the guard’s forearm. with a howl of surprise and pain, the man jerked backward. 

For the split second the guard was distracted, Dastan grabbed for the sword with his free hand. wrenching it loose from its owner’s grasp, he spun around and pointed the tip at the guard, who was clutching his bleeding arm. 

“You rat!” the guard spat out. 

“Stay back!” Dastan warned, spinning around again. 

He tried to spin around to show the sword to the other two guards as well, but he discovered that the sword was surprisingly heavy. The weapon’s weight dragged, and the point grazed the tile floor before Dastan could stop it. 

The Hun guard had reached them by now. He laughed. “Looks like your street rat has never handled a real weapon,” he commented. 

One of the palace guards shot him a look of distaste. “Stand back, please,” he said. “we’re dealing with this.” 

“Not very well from what I can see.” The Hun leaned on his curved sword, looking amused. 

While the guards were distracted, Dastan struggled to gain control of the sword. out of the corner of his eye, he saw the weapon’s owner creeping forward, still clasping his wounded arm. 

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Dastan hissed, whipping back around to face him. This time he managed to keep the sword up at fighting level. But once it got moving, he found it difficult to stop. The sword pulled him around, glancing off the wall behind him. 

Dastan fell back against the wall for a moment, ignoring the guard’s snicker. He stuck the dagger back in his clothes and grasped the sword handle with both hands. It wasn’t the way the soldiers did it, but he didn’t care. These guards seemed in no particular hurry to disarm him; he suspected they were enjoying the spectacle of the street rat trying to wield one of their swords. He needed to figure out an escape route before they tired of the game. 

The wounded guard was standing in a doorway leading to a small antechamber. when he glanced past the man, Dastan spotted a brick wall with large, decorative arched openings cut into its upper part. Dastan was sure that if he could reach the wall, he would be able to vault up and through one of the openings into the next chamber. 

He lifted the sword with a grunt of effort. “Let me pass,” he ordered the disarmed guard. 

“You are in no position to give orders, boy,” one of the palace guards behind him said. 

Dastan spun around just in time to see the guard coming at him. He lifted his sword, trying to imitate what he’d seen the king’s soldiers do during public war displays. 

“Ugh!” he gasped as the guard’s sword met his own. He clung to the handle with all his might, the metal vibrating up through his arms and down his back. 

The guard was already striking again. This time he aimed lower on the shaft of Dastan’s sword. Dastan tried to hold on, but the blow was too much for him. He felt the sword’s handle fly from his grasp. The weapon clattered to the ground several feet away. 

“That’s better.” The sword’s owner dashed forward to retrieve it. 

That gave Dastan the opening he needed. As the guard bent to grab his sword, Dastan leaped upward. His feet touched down on the man’s back, then pushed off, sending him somersaulting through the air. Landing on his feet, Dastan ran toward the brick wall in the next room. 

“Stop him!” one of the other guards howled. 

Dastan didn’t dare look back. Measuring the distance with his eyes, he did a handspring to gain speed, then leaped up at the opening. 

He flew through it easily, pushing off with his hands to propel himself through. The momentum sent him several yards into the next chamber, where he landed hard and tumbled back onto his rear end. 

The sound of surprised voices greeted his arrival. Immediately springing to his feet, Dastan glanced around. He was in a great entry hall with a vaulted ceiling so high it was barely visible despite numerous flickering lanterns. Dozens of men were in the huge chamber, shackled together by ropes around their ankles. Dastan felt a moment of panic, fearing he’d stumbled into some sort of prison area. 

Then he realized what the prisoners were doing. They were bent over, fitting small bits of stone to form a mosaic. Dastan guessed it was meant to be some kind of tribute to the prince’s birthday, which would explain why the men were being forced to toil all night to finish it in time. 

But he wasn’t particularly concerned with such matters. Already he could hear the shouts of the guards from the other side of the wall. one actually hoisted himself up to the opening and started to scramble through. Dastan could hear the running footsteps of the others; it would be only a matter of seconds before they rounded the corner and reached the doorway at the end of the great hall. 

The prisoners were staring at him in confusion. So were the three palace guards who were standing watch over them. 

“Excuse me,” Dastan said. “Just passing through.” 

He had spotted an arched doorway leading to the next room. There was a patch of moonlight on the floor that he could only hope meant a doorway to the outside lay just beyond. 

“There he is!” a gruff voice shouted. 

Dastan took off running, but his foot slipped on some loose tiles and sent them flying. The nearest prisoner let out what sounded like a curse. 

That gave Dastan an idea. “Here,” he said. “This should make up for it.” 

Pulling out the jeweled dagger, he bent and slashed the rope at the man’s ankles. The prisoners let out an exclamation of surprise, then bolted for the nearest door. 

Dastan stopped long enough to set two or three other prisoners free. That caused enough chaos for him to make it to the far end of the hall and throw himself through the arched doorway. 

He now found himself in a smaller entry hall with deep alcoves on either side containing large, elaborate carvings of lions, wild boars, and other beasts. At the far end, a huge set of wooden doors stood open to the night. Dastan could smell the fresh air and see citizens passing by outside. But as he ran toward the exit, another guard stepped out of the shadows and blocked his way. 

“What’s going on in there?” he demanded, peering past Dastan toward the larger room. Cries, shouts, and screams were drifting out. 

“I was just leaving.” Dastan tried to dodge around the guard. 

But he was surprisingly quick for his large size and blocked Dastan’s path. Then he pulled out his sword. “Stop right there, boy,” he ordered. 

With the sword’s sharp point at his throat, Dastan had little choice but to obey. The guard backed him up a few steps, pushing him into one of the side alcoves. 

“Now then,” the man said, his entire body blocking the narrow way out. “Let’s try this again. who are you, and where did you come from?” 

Dastan could still hear the commotion from within the larger hall. It sounded like the prisoners were putting up a good fight. But he was sure it was only a matter of moments before those other guards made their way through and caught up to him. 

Could he talk his way past this guard before that happened? Dastan had little hope that that would work. Since when did palace guards listen to street rats like him? Instead he pulled out the dagger again. The guard laughed when he saw it. 

“Are you planning to pick your teeth with that?” he chortled. “Because surely you don’t mean to threaten me with it.” 

Dastan realized he was right. Against a trained palace guard with a sword, the dagger was useless. He cast a desperate glance around, looking for something else to use as a weapon. However, the statues were far too large and heavy to be of help and the walls of the alcove were smooth and featureless. 

That gave him another idea. Turning away from the guard, he raced toward the back wall. If he could get high enough up it by using Javed’s wall run, he should be able to flip back over the guard and make a run for the exit. 

“Hey,” the guard said, sounding confused. “what are you—” 

Dastan let out a whoop as his feet met the wall, drowning out the rest. one step up, two, three . . . He was doing it! 

But no. As always, he felt his momentum slow too soon. His feet began to slip. . . . 

“Aaargh!” he cried out as he tumbled to the hard stone floor. The impact knocked the dagger from his hand, sending it skittering across the floor. The guard smirked and set his foot down on top of it. 

“Are you going to answer my questions?” he asked. “or would you prefer I just lop off your head and be done with it?” 

Dastan remained on the floor, panting with exhaustion and despair. He shot a glance toward the exit. It seemed completely out of reach, even though he was close enough to note the facial features of the people passing by outside. one of them, a girl not much older than he was, paused to glance in. 

“Well?” the guard said loudly, taking a step toward Dastan. “Are you going to answer me, street trash?” 

Dastan glanced up. His eyes widened in amazement as he saw an apple come flying out of nowhere and conk the guard right in the head. No, not out of nowhere—it had come from the direction of the door to the outside. 

“Hey!” the guard shouted, spinning around. “who threw that?” 

Dastan barely had time to take in the sight of the girl staring in through the doorway, her hand still outstretched from the throw. realizing this could be his only chance, he jumped to his feet and raced right toward the guard. The man was in a fighting stance, with his back to Dastan and his legs spread apart; Dastan didn’t hesitate as he threw himself on the ground, skidding feet-first between the guard’s legs. 

By the time the guard realized what was happening and looked down, Dastan was back on his feet and sprinting for the door. The girl was still standing there when he burst through it; he grabbed her by the hand as he sped by and took off. 
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Chapter Eleven


“Hey!” the girl complained as Dastan dragged her out into the street. 

“Hurry!” Dastan urged. “They’ll be after us any second!” 

Sure enough, when he glanced back he saw the guard from the entryway burst out waving his sword. Then several others rushed out as well, including the Hun guard. 

“I don’t even know why I threw that apple,” the girl said with a frown. “It was all I had for dinner.” 

“I’m very sorry.” Dastan was still yanking her along with him. “But if we don’t get out of here, neither of us will have to worry about dinner or lunch or breakfast or even a snack ever again.” 

“What?” 

At that moment something whizzed by inches from their heads. Jumping back, Dastan saw a knife wedged into a wall nearby. It was still vibrating from the impact. 

The girl saw it, too. “They’re throwing knives at us!” she cried. 

“Exactly. Now come on!” 

She stopped struggling and ran along with him. Behind them, Dastan heard the cries of the pursuing guards. He wondered what would happen if this girl couldn’t keep up. She had just saved him from capture. Did that mean he owed it to her to try to keep her safe now, even at the risk of his own safety? He knew what Javed would say. . . . 

But he needn’t have worried. The girl easily matched his pace. Dastan was so surprised that he slowed a bit, almost falling behind her. 

“Faster!” she called. “I hear them coming!” 

Dastan felt a burst of speed coming on and caught up to the girl. The two of them raced down the street and around the corner. It was still the thick of night, and the streets were deserted. But lanterns still burned here and there, offering enough light for Dastan and the girl to see where they were going. And more than enough for the guards to keep them in sight. 

“This way,” Dastan yelled, tearing around another corner onto a smaller street. 

The girl followed. “Go left at the next cross street!” she called. 

Dastan shot her a look. “No, we should go right,” he said. “I know a shortcut to a safe place that way.” 

“No,” she insisted. “Left is better. More places to hide that way.” 

Dastan gritted his teeth, his steps slowing as they reached the intersection. The area off to the left was less familiar to him than most others in Nasaf, and he wouldn’t chance getting trapped in a strange neighborhood. 

“We’re going right,” he repeated. 

“Maybe you are. But I’d rather survive the night, so I’m going left.” 

By now they were at the fork. Dastan skidded to a stop and glanced behind him. No sign of the guards . . . yet. 

“Fine,” he said. “Thanks for everything. It was nice knowing you. If I ever see you again, I won’t forget I owe you an apple.” 

The girl shrugged and turned left, jogging toward a crooked but well-lit market street. Dastan spun toward the alley on the other side. 

There was only a single lantern burning in the alley. As Dastan entered, a solitary figure stepped into the puddle of light beneath it. 

Dastan gasped, skidding to a stop. It was Vindarna! 

His heart pounded as he quickly backed up. Had the Magian spotted him? He wasn’t sure. But he didn’t dare continue down the alley now. For all Dastan knew, Vindarna might grab him with his clawlike hands and use his dark sorcerer’s powers to hold him until the guards caught up. . . . 

Spinning around, Dastan dashed across the street. He heard a shout and guessed that the guards had turned the corner in time to spot him. But he kept his head down and pumped his legs faster than ever. 

He caught up to the girl halfway down the next block. She looked surprised to see him. 

“Okay.” He panted. “You lead the way.” 

She smiled, then darted off into a small, dark alley and through a series of arches. At first, Dastan could hear the guards behind them. But with each twist and turn, the shouts grew more distant. Finally he couldn’t hear them at all anymore. 

The girl stopped in a small courtyard garden behind a stucco house. A tiled fountain inside a raised ledge was situated in the middle. Dastan sat down on it to rest, and the girl sat beside him. 

“Wow,” Dastan said when he’d caught his breath enough to speak. “You’re a pretty good runner for a girl.” 

She shot him a look. “You’re welcome,” she retorted. “By the way, my name’s Cyra.” 

“I’m Dastan. And, um, thanks.” Dastan leaned over and splashed cool water from the fountain onto his face. Then he stood and offered the girl his hand. “Come on, we’d better not stay here. Can you find your own way home?” 

Ignoring his hand, she stood as well. “Not exactly,” she said. “I mean, I probably could if I actually had a home.” 

Dastan peered at her in surprise. For the first time he took in her tattered clothes and bare feet as well as her lush dark hair and pretty face. 

“You mean you live on the streets, too?” he blurted out. “why haven’t I seen you before?” 

“If we’re going to start asking questions, I have one for you that I want answered first. what were you doing in the palace?” 

Dastan hesitated, not sure how much to share with her. “oh, you know,” he said, wandering out of the courtyard and down a darkened side street. “Just figured the prince’s birthday preparations would be a good time to sneak in and look around for anything of value.” 

The girl wandered after him. She shot him a look. “oh?” she said. “Then why were there white Huns chasing us along with the palace guards?” 

He grimaced. She was sharper than he had assumed. “okay, maybe that’s not the whole story,” Dastan admitted. “But before I tell you the rest, I want to know—why’d you do it?” 

“Do what?” 

“Toss that apple at the guard.” He peered at her in the darkness. “risk your life to save me.” 

She shrugged and stared at the ground. He watched her, thinking she wasn’t going to answer. But finally she did. 

“I heard what he said,” she said quietly. “Calling you street trash. Nobody has the right to speak to another person that way.” 

“Oh.” They stood up and walked in silence for a few minutes. Dastan was keeping an eye on their surroundings, gradually picking his way through the maze of streets toward the marketplace and the dump. As the scenery grew more familiar, so did the passersby. A pair of dirty teenage boys skulked along the street, nodding briefly to Dastan. He nodded back, already feeling more comfortable now that he was on his home turf. 

The girl finally broke the silence between them. “well?” she said. “You promised to tell me why you were really in the palace.” 

“Oh, right.” Dastan stopped and turned to face her. “You see, my best friend, Javed, was murdered by the white Huns earlier today.” 

Her expression softened instantly. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “The Huns are ruthless; everyone knows it. I could not believe it when I heard the king had invited them to Prince Garsiv’s feast.” 

Dastan leaned back against a wall and stared at his hands. “I wanted to kill them all when it happened,” he said quietly. “But all I could do was run away to save my own life.” 

She put a hand on his arm. “Your friend would understand.” 

“I know. But once I was safe, I had to sneak back in to retrieve something precious to him. Something they’d taken from his body.” He pulled out Javed’s lucky coin and dangled it in front of her. 

She nodded sympathetically. “But were all those guards really chasing you because of this modest memento?” 

Dastan tucked the coin back into his clothes, still not sure how much to tell her. “I guess they thought I might be trying to steal something else,” he said at last. “Something more valuable.” 

“More valuable?” a new voice cried out from directly overhead. “was it the Torch? Did you get it?” 

Ardu dropped out of the sky, landing in front of them with a thump. Cyra let out a cry of surprise. Dastan glanced up, realizing the other boy must have approached over the rooftops and overheard them from the portico just above. 

“Ardu,” Dastan said, feeling a flash of guilt for the way he’d sneaked out on the other boy earlier that evening, “how’d you know where I was?” 

Ardu waved away the question. “Never mind that,” he said, his lanky body practically vibrating with excitement. “I want to see it! Just imagine, the Torch of Atar, all that power within our grasp . . .” 

“The Torch of Atar?” Cyra echoed. 

Ardu whirled, seeming to notice her for the first time. “er, hello,” he stammered. “Never mind. I was just kidding around.” 

Dastan frowned at the other boy, his guilt turning to irritation. He knew Ardu was new on the streets, but was he stupid as well? His voice had been loud enough to carry for some distance. At that hour of the night the only ears awake to hear him were likely to be other street dwellers. Still, that could be dangerous in and of itself. what if someone, such as Titus ot Darius, happened to be nearby? If those two thought Dastan had something of value, they’d stop at nothing to get it for themselves. 

Cyra was staring at Dastan. “what do you know of the Torch of Atar?” she demanded. “Is that why you were in the palace?” 

“Never mind,” Ardu told her. “It’s no business of yours.” 

She ignored him. “Dastan, you promised me the truth. So tell me!” 

“Trust me, you don’t want that. If I tell you the truth, if the Huns even suspect you know anything of their treasure, you’ll become their target just as I am.” 

She put both hands on her hips and glared at him. “Didn’t I just get chased halfway across Nasaf right along with you?” she demanded. “I’m already a target thanks to my good aim with that apple. I might as well know exactly why I risked my life for some stranger.” 

Dastan realized she was right. If not for her, most likely he would already be a prisoner of the Huns. “All right, I’ll tell you.” 

“Dastan, no!” Ardu hissed. 

Dastan shushed him with a gesture. “It began when this strange old man named Haxam told me a tale. . . .” 

He went on to tell her everything that had happened, from his encounter with the old musician to his desperate run through the palace. By the end, her eyes were wide. 

“Oh, my,” she whispered. “The Torch of Atar . . . so it is more than just a tall tale after all!” 

“You mean you’ve heard of it, too?” Dastan said. was he the only one in Persia who had not heard of this thing? Perhaps he should start paying more attention to history and politics and religion and the other topics that had interested Javed so much. . . . 

“Yes, and not too long ago,” Cyra replied. “A family member heard of it from this crazy traveling musician.” 

“A family member?” Dastan peered at her sharply. “Hold on, I thought you were an orphan, like us.” 

Cyra glared back at him. “I might as well be,” she snapped. “And I’ll thank you to say no more about it.” 

Dastan traded a look with Ardu, who shrugged. Before either boy could speak, a shout rang out from the end of the street. 

“There’s the street rat we’re after! Get him!” 
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Chapter Twelve


“It’s the guards!” Dastan cried. “They tracked us here!” 

But that wasn’t all. There was a clatter of hoofs, which sounded as loud as thunder in the still night. Several horsemen galloped into view around the corner. At their head was a familiar figure—the Hun guard who’d murdered Javed! Beside him was the younger prince. Apparently he wanted to get his hands on Dastan, too. 

“Run!” Ardu yelped. 

Dastan followed as Ardu and Cyra raced off down the street. His mind was spinning. How had the guards caught up to them? 

Then he recalled that brief glimpse of Vindarna. 

Had the Magian seen him after all? He might have turned them in to the guards. 

But there was no time to ponder that. The horsemen were gaining on them—fast. 

“This way!” Dastan shouted, speeding around a corner into a dark alley. At the far end was a courtyard with a flowering vine growing on a sturdy trellis. He figured that should allow them to scale the building and reach the rooftops. 

Soon all three of them were on the roof. That foiled the horses, but not the men. Most of them, including the prince, scrambled up the trellis to continue the pursuit on foot. 

“There are so many of them,” Cyra said, panting, after a quick glance back. 

“They must have called for reinforcements,” Dastan replied grimly. “Here, give me your hand.” 

“What?” she said. 

Dastan grabbed Cyra’s hand and pulled her along faster. “Don’t look down,” he told her. “Just jump!” 

Her scream of terror echoed off the surrounding buildings as they all leaped across an alley. But she landed safely on the far side along with the two boys. 

Dastan risked another look back. He couldn’t tell how many guards were after them, but it was a great many. Could they really hope to elude them this time? It was starting to seem hopeless. 

“We need to find a place to hide!” Ardu exclaimed, clearly thinking along the same lines. “Don’t you know anyone who would help us?” 

Dastan shook his head grimly. He knew plenty of people in this part of the city, including a few homeowners who seemed to think well of him. But he would never put any of them in danger by asking them to hide him. Besides, how was he to know that whoever he chose would prove worthy of his trust? That he wouldn’t turn the kids in for any reward offered, no matter how paltry? This was, after all, a poor area of town. 

“Just keep running,” he said. “They can’t chase us forever.” 

“Don’t be so sure,” Ardu muttered. 

They kept on, leaping up and down the different levels of rooftops, hurtling across alleys, and ducking around bird coops, laundry lines, and other obstacles. Cyra kept up with the two boys well enough, never slowing or complaining. But when they reached a wider street, Dastan didn’t dare make her try to jump it. Instead he swung down by way of an awning, planning to dash across and then scale the wall on the other side. 

But as soon as his feet hit the ground, a pair of figures rushed toward him. 

“Titus and Darius!” Dastan gasped out in dismay. 

The two bullies grinned and pointed. “There he is!” Darius howled. “Hold on, runt. we want to talk to you about something.” 

Dastan dodged him, leaping for a window ledge on the next wall and pulling himself up. “Sorry,” he called back. “I’m a little busy right now.” 

He bent down to pull Cyra up behind him, leaving Ardu to make his way on his own. But the bullies were right behind them. They clambered up and chased the trio across the rooftop. 

“Up here!” Titus shouted as he ran. “Guards! we found them for you! They’re right here!” 

Dastan heard an answering shout from the streets below. A moment later a Hun soldier hoisted himself into view ahead. 

“This way!” the guard shouted in Persian to those below. 

Dastan turned abruptly, sprinting off to one side. But there was another guard peering up at them over there. Dastan spun around, heading for the gap between that building and the next. 

“Come on!” he called to Cyra and Ardu. 

“Coming!” Ardu panted. 

Dastan stepped aside to let him pass. Cyra was right behind Ardu. Dastan wanted to make sure she made the jump safely before he crossed. 

Ardu didn’t slow down as he neared the gap. He flung himself up and over, landing on his hands and knees on the far side. Cyra did the same, landing on her feet. 

Despite the serious situation, Dastan couldn’t help smiling. why did he keep worrying about Cyra keeping up? She was proving herself every bit as fast and agile as either of the boys. 

He ran toward the gap to follow the others. when he was still a few steps away, the older Hun prince’s face and upper body suddenly popped into view directly ahead. Dastan gasped and skidded to a stop. 

“Ah, there you are,” the prince said calmly. He hauled himself up onto the roof and stood. “I would like to speak with you, my young Persian friend.” 

“You’re no friend of mine,” Dastan spat out. “Murderer!” 

“I’m sorry for that. My brother, he is too impulsive at times. But I am reasonable, and I know you and I could reach a deal.” 

Dastan glared at him. “You mean I tell you all I know about the Torch of Atar’s flame, and you have me killed for my trouble?” 

The prince frowned, his pale eyes flashing with annoyance. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “I—” 

Dastan didn’t wait to hear any more. He darted a few steps to one side and ran to the drop-off, hurdling the alley in one easy bound. 

“What took you so long?” Ardu asked. 

Dastan shot a look back at the prince. The young Hun was staring after him. 

“Come on,” Dastan said, turning away and breaking into a run. 

For the next half hour, Dastan and his friends managed to stay one jump ahead of their pursuers. But it wasn’t easy. everywhere they turned, the guards were there. It took all of Dastan’s skill and knowledge of the rooftops to find new routes to confound the guards. 

Eventually they found themselves back in the neighborhood near the palace. As they scampered up a lattice portico, Dastan felt weariness wash over him. How far had they run tonight? And how much farther would they be able to go before they dropped from sheer exhaustion? 

“We need to get to the city gates!” Cyra panted as she climbed. “If we can only get out into the desert—” 

“They’ll expect us to try that.” Dastan shook his head. “I’m sure there are guards waiting for us there.” 

“Then what?” Ardu said, panicked. “we can’t keep running forever.” 

They jogged across the rooftop, which gave them a view of the palace rising above the other buildings a few blocks away. 

“There,” Dastan said, jabbing a finger toward it. 

“What?” Ardu blinked at him in surprise. 

“It’s the only thing that might work. Think about it. where’s the last place in Nasaf these thugs would expect us to take refuge?” 

“The palace!” Cyra’s eyes lit up. “It’s brilliant! Come on!” 

Ardu still looked dubious. But he followed as the other two raced across the roof in the direction of the palace. They slid down a column onto the street, which showed almost no signs of life. Most of the city was asleep and dreaming of the next day’s grand birthday celebration. 

Dastan and his friends approached the palace from one of the side walls. Unlike the elaborate façade in front, with its colonnades and grand stairway, this wall was nothing but a bare slab of mud-brick rising straight up from the dusty street. There were no doors within view, and the lowest windows were a couple of stories up. 

But Dastan wasn’t going to let that stop him. 

“Think you can climb that?” he asked Cyra. 

Her eyes widened with alarm. “You mean that huge wall?” she exclaimed. “Are you crazy?” 

Ardu had already started scrambling up, finding tiny footholds in the rough brick and ascending like a spider. “Just go hide somewhere,” he called over his shoulder to Cyra. “Nobody will pay much attention to you. It’s us they’re after.” 

“Not a chance.” Cyra scowled at him; then she reached for the wall. “I’m coming.” 

The three of them made their way up the wall, inch by laborious inch. It seemed to take a long time, and Dastan couldn’t help feeling exposed. Anyone who turned down the street or glanced out a window would spot them instantly. 

But their luck held this time. Dastan saw Ardu tumble into the window above him, then Cyra. A moment later he was somersaulting in as well. 

When he sat up, Ardu and Cyra were already on their feet looking around. “It’s some kind of sitting room, I think,” Cyra whispered. “Don’t worry, I doubt anybody’s here.” 

Dastan stood and surveyed the chamber, which was lit only by the moonlight pouring in the window. The place was richly furnished with gleaming wooden chairs, fine silk rugs, and colorful tapestries. when he stepped over to a small table, he saw the royal seal tossed casually on top along with some coins. There were also some parchments with a familiar signature scrawled across the bottom. 

“This isn’t just a sitting room,” he murmured. “It’s the king’s own sitting room!” 

“Don’t be too impressed, my friend.” Ardu shot him a smirk. “I’m guessing the king has dozens of sitting rooms throughout the palace.” 

Cyra had returned to the window to peer out and make sure they weren’t being followed. 

Dastan crept to the doorway and scouted the area. The next room appeared to be a bathing chamber, with a large tiled pool in the center and potted plants all around. It also seemed deserted, though he could hear the muffled sound of voices from one of the rooms just beyond it. 

“Hurry,” he hissed to the others. “we’ve got to get out of here.” 

When he glanced back, Cyra was hurrying toward him. But Ardu had stopped at the table and was scooping up the coins and seals. 

Ignoring that, Dastan stepped into the bathing room. He tiptoed around the pool and peeked out through an arch. 

The voices he’d heard belonged to a trio of palace guards gathered at the far end of the next room. There was a window there, and the men were leaning on the sill, staring out. 

“Look at the Hun clowns jumping around down there!” one of them exclaimed. “Sounds as if that prince of theirs is trying to order our men about.” 

Another guard laughed. “If we didn’t let ’em beat us in the war, we’re not going to let ’em order us about in our own city!” 

“What are they looking for, anyway?” the third guard asked. “Did that other prince wander off and get lost or something?” 

The second guard shrugged. “I heard the Huns are claiming somebody sneaked in and stole some of their trinkets.” 

The other two snorted with disbelief. “what self-respecting Persian would bother? Did you see the junk they brought with them? Any one of the tapestries woven here in Nasaf is worth all of theirs put together.” 

“I know. But they’ve been chasing around after the so-called thief all night. The boys are hoping to get it all cleared up before the king wakes up.” 

“Good. His Highness shouldn’t be bothered with garbage such as this on the eve of the prince’s birthday.” 

Dastan didn’t stick around to hear any more. 

He scuttled back to the sitting room. 

“Three guards,” he whispered. “They’re busy watching our Hun friends outside. we should go now while they’re distracted.” 

Cyra nodded. “we need to find a hiding place,” she murmured. “Somewhere we can lay low for a while until things calm down.” 

“Let’s go, then.” Ardu grabbed a small golden statue off a table, then headed for the door. “which way?” 

Dastan didn’t answer. He’d barely glanced around the room the first time, but now he paused to study it more closely. The king’s room was more richly decorated than he could ever have imagined. what could it be like to actually live among such luxury? He wasn’t sure he’d be able to adjust to such a lifestyle, were he given the option. . . . 

“Hurry!” Cyra hissed from the doorway. “I hear footsteps. There might be more guards on the way!” 

“Coming.” Breaking out of his reverie, Dastan hurried to join the others. 

As he reached the door, his toe caught on a small rug. He kicked it aside, then glanced down at it. It was dark in this room, and Dastan hadn’t noticed this particular rug until now. And why should he? The floor was heaped with several layers of richly woven rugs of all shapes, sizes, and patterns. 

This one was smaller than the rest and rather plain and old-fashioned in design. A simple border ran around the edges, and in the center was the form of a fanciful elephant—an elephant stitched in crimson thread. 

Dastan remembered Haxam’s ramblings. 

Could it be . . . ? 
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Chapter Thirteen


“The footsteps!” Cyra hissed. “They’re coming closer!” 

Acting on instinct, Dastan grabbed the small rug and tucked it under his arm. Then he ran after his friends as they dashed through the bathing room and veered off to the right. 

They were a few yards ahead as they reached the next room, a small, informal dining room. By the time Dastan made it through the doorway, Cyra and Ardu were already disappearing through the arched exit on the far end. Just then Dastan heard footsteps immediately behind him. 

“Is someone there?” a gruff voice called. “Stop and identify yourself!” 

Dastan measured the distance to the next doorway. There was a lot of furniture in the room. It would take him a while to dart around it. He could jump up and run across the table, but that would make a lot of noise. . . . 

Then he spotted a better solution—a smaller doorway directly to his left. He dashed through it a split second before a guard came stomping into the dining room. 

“Hello?” the guard called out. He added greetings in several other languages—Bactrian, Greek, even Aramaic. 

Dastan guessed that the guard must have assumed that one of the king’s guests from foreign lands might be wandering around lost. He looked around the room he was in. There was no lamp burning in there and no windows, making it hard to see much. But Dastan wasn’t worried about that; he was used to making his way through the dark streets outside. 

However, he’d forgotten that unlike the streets outside, the floors here were usually covered with thick rugs. His toes caught on the edge of one, and he tripped. 

He caught himself before falling. But he made enough noise that he could hear the guard stop short. 

“Who’s in there?” 

Dastan’s heart pounded as the footsteps came closer. He hoped his friends were far away by now, or at least hiding somewhere out of sight. 

Glancing around again as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, his heart sank. There was no other way out. If the guard looked in, he would see Dastan immediately. 

Dastan clutched the rug he was still holding as he peered out. The guard was too close to miss him if Dastan tried to dash out now. There appeared to be no way out of this one. . . . 

Then his eyes widened. He’d just seen Ardu peeking in through one of the archways behind the guard! 

For a second, Dastan was tempted to step out and give himself up. That way Ardu would see what was going on, and the guard would be distracted, allowing Ardu and Cyra to escape undetected. 

Before he could move a muscle, however, he saw one of Ardu’s skinny arms shoot forward into the room. A second later there was a clatter from a small object landing in the next room, the one the guard had just come from. 

“Hey!” The guard spun around, charging off in that direction with his hand on the hilt of his sword. 

Scuttling out of his hiding place, Dastan raced across the room and flung himself through the archway to where Ardu and Cyra were waiting. 

“Run!” he hissed at them. 

Not needing to be told twice, the three of them didn’t slow down until they’d put at least twenty rooms between themselves and the guard. 

“Whew!” Ardu exclaimed when they finally stopped to catch their breaths in a deserted bedroom. “Good thing that worked. otherwise, that guard would’ve found you for sure.” 

“You knew I was trapped in there?” 

“We guessed that you were,” Cyra said. “I had glanced into that storage room thinking it might make a good place to hide. But Ardu pointed out that we’d be trapped if anyone looked in there.” 

Ardu nodded. “And when we backtracked to look for you and saw that guard heading for the doorway. . . .” 

“Thank you.” Dastan felt gratitude well up in him. “You didn’t have to do that. You could have kept going without me.” 

“When you put it that way, I sound like a fool.” Ardu laughed. “But you’re welcome, friend. This adventure wouldn’t be the same without you.” 

Dastan shot him a small, wondering smile. when Javed died, Dastan had felt completely alone. He had vowed never to let others into his heart again. But he suddenly had a flicker of hope. Perhaps there were others still in the world of the living who might be worthy of his trust. 

Pushing that aside to ponder later, he glanced around. “we’d better keep moving. we need to find a safe spot to hide until they stop looking for us.” 

“What’s that?” Cyra asked as Dastan pulled the small rug out of his sleeve. 

The trio had found their way to a large storage area below the palace kitchens. There was a layer of gritty dust over everything in there that assured them it was unlikely they would be disturbed. And several doors led off in different directions just in case they were. Better still, Ardu had discovered one storage jar full of grain and another containing cheese. 

Dastan spread the rug out beneath the room’s single sputtering oil lamp. “Probably nothing,” he said. “But Haxam told me a crimson elephant was a clue to the location of the Flame of Atar. So when I saw this in the king’s room . . .” 

“Interesting!” Ardu bent over the small rug. “Do you really think this could be the clue?” 

“I doubt it.” Dastan already half regretted the fact that he had grabbed the rug. “It doesn’t matter in any case,” he added. “I have no intention of picking up Haxam’s foolish mission. That crazy quest for the Torch is what got Javed killed, after all.” 

Ardu shot him a look. “Are you sure? what’s the harm in at least giving it a try?” 

“What’s the point?” Dastan shrugged. “even if we could find the flame, it would do us no good with the Torch in the Huns’ possession.” 

“But that’s all the more reason to find it,” Ardu insisted. “we’d be keeping it out of the hands of those hateful Huns. who knows what they might do with all that power? And, moreover, it would mean your friend Javed had not died in vain.” 

“I suppose you’reright atthat,” Dastan murmured. 

“Those princes can’t have any goodwill toward Persia. If we find the flame before they do we’ll be heroes!” Ardu said. 

Dastan remembered hearing the princes’ conversation at the palace. Ardu was right. If they obtained the power of the Torch they would make all of Persia their slaves. 

Cyra had been busying herself with eating. But she looked up to add her own commentary. “Nobody would ever dare call you—us—street trash again.” 

“Surely you two aren’t as gullible as those Huns,” Dastan said, arguing as much with himself as with his friends. “Surely you don’t believe the flame is real? Because as for me, I live in the real world. A world of sand and hardship and hunger. Not one of magical torches.” Though in truth, he wasn’t so sure what he believed about the Torch any longer. 

Cyra licked cheese brine off her fingers, looking thoughtful. “It does sound crazy, doesn’t it? But ever since first hearing of the Torch, I’ve often wondered what would happen if it was all true. If the Torch and its flame ever fell into the wrong hands, it would mean disaster. Is it worth the risk of ignoring that possibility?” 

Dastan hesitated, thinking over everything he’d heard about the Torch. “what powers do you think it has, anyway?” he asked Cyra. 

She shrugged. “Power over light and dark. over the mortal and immortal worlds. I’m not even sure I understand what it all means, but I know it holds great power.” 

Dastan paused again, swallowing hard as a new thought occurred to him. “Do you suppose the Torch’s power could bring someone back from the dead?” he asked without looking up. 

Cyra looked uneasy. “I don’t know about that,” she began. 

But Ardu was already nodding eagerly. “I bet it could,” he told Dastan. “who knows what the lit Torch would be able to do? Isn’t it worth a little effort to find out?” 

“And to keep it away from the Huns,” Cyra added. 

“Of course.” Ardu nodded impatiently, his gaze still trained on Dastan. “In any case, who better to locate the flame than the wiliest street rats in Nasaf?” 

Dastan couldn’t really argue with that. His eyes wandered to the crimson elephant on the rug. what if . . . ? 


* * *


The moon had set and the sun not yet begun to rise when Dastan and his friends finally sneaked outside past a dozing guard. A couple of grim-looking Hun soldiers were still prowling about near the palace steps, but it was an easy matter to elude them. once the trio left the palace square, the stillness of the streets was broken only by rats, cats, and owls going about their business. 

“Let’s try to get some rest and then meet up in the morning,” Cyra said as they neared the dump. 

Dastan nodded. “See you then.” 

Cyra disappeared down a narrow side street. Dastan glanced at Ardu, expecting him to take off as well. But Ardu was staring after Cyra. 

“Listen,” Ardu said in a low voice. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this. I think we should lose the girl.” 

“What?” 

“Her.” Ardu gestured off in the direction Cyra had gone. “She’s only going to get in the way. If we want to find the flame—” 

“Forget it,” Dastan broke in. “I owe her my life. If she wants to follow us on this fool’s errand, I won’t stop her.” 

Ardu frowned, looking as if he wanted to argue further. But finally he nodded. “All right,” he said. “Then I guess I’ll see both of you in the morning.” 

Soon, Dastan was crawling behind the shelter of a broad, squat chimney on one of his favorite rooftops. He propped the rolled-up elephant rug on a pile of stray planks and laid his head upon it. 

It was the most comfortable pillow he’d had in a while. But he couldn’t sleep despite his weariness, and it took him a moment to realize why. This was his first night on these rooftops without Javed snoring away nearby. 

He pulled out his friend’s lucky coin and clutched it in one hand. But that didn’t help much. As he tossed and turned, every tiny nighttime sound of the city seemed louder than usual. when he finally managed to doze off, his sleep was shallow and fitful. His dreams were occupied by flames that looked like Huns and Javed riding a crimson elephant. Vindarna was there, too, lurking at every corner. . . . 

Dastan awakened with a gasp, suddenly on alert. His eyes flew open, and he saw a dark shadow looming over him and a pair of crazed, bloodshot eyes staring directly into his own. 

“Get back!” Dastan shouted hoarsely. He knocked the dark figure away and leaped to his feet, every inch of his body ready for action. 

The figure offered no resistance, tumbling backward. 

Dastan grabbed a plank from the pile beneath the rug and held it before him like a sword, his heart pounding. “Don’t come any closer!” 

The figure seemed to have no intentions of doing so. It just lay there moaning. 

“Oh, I’m getting too old for this!” it croaked out. 

The voice sounded familiar. Dastan narrowed his eyes and lowered his weapon. “Haxam?” In the thin light of the stars, Dastan recognized the old musician. Haxam sat up and crawled out of the shadows. 

“Sorry,” he said, tossing aside the plank. “You startled me.” 

“Obviously.” Haxam groaned again as he climbed to his feet and brushed himself off. “You’re not an easy person to find, you know. I’ve been looking for you since early evening.” 

Dastan didn’t bother to explain where he’d been. “You’ve found me now. what do you want?” 

“For one, I wanted to tell you I heard about Javed’s death. I’m sorry; he was a smart boy. And you two were clearly a good team, more like brothers than friends.” He lifted one corner of his mouth in a half smile. “or perhaps I should say that you two were like the Torch of Atar, with equal quantities of light and darkness, quiet and action, bravery and thoughtfulness. . . .” 

Dastan sighed and rubbed his eyes. Haxam’s babbling made him feel impatient. 

“Funny you should mention it,” Dastan said, “because speaking of the Torch, I wonder if you’ve heard that it was the cause of Javed’s death.” He frowned at the old man. “I wish you’d never told us about it.” 

“Hmm, yes.” Haxam rubbed his patchy beard, his eyes far away. “I did hear that the white Huns have brought the Torch back to Nasaf. Just as the signs foretold.” 

“So why aren’t you over at the palace trying to take it from them?” 

Haxam’s eyes returned to him. “I suspect you’ve been taking care of that in my stead,” he said with a sly smile. “I hear there was some manner of commotion at the palace earlier this night.” 

Dastan took a wary step backward. “If you’re here because you think I have the Torch now . . .” 

Haxam chuckled. “Fear not, dear boy. I’m not here to steal your treasure. Don’t you recall what I told you? only one whose intentions are pure can harness the Torch’s power. I’m not such a person.” He peered at Dastan knowingly. “But despite your tender age and quick temper, I suspect that pure one might be you.” 
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Chapter Fourteen


“What makes you think that?” Dastan muttered, still suspicious. 

Haxam hardly seemed to hear him. “I have been translating more of the rubbings I took in the desert. The old elamite language is tricky, but if I have it right, it says that anyone who sets the Torch to its flame with the intention of using the power for personal gain shall be overwhelmed by light and then darkness, snuffing out his own life as well as the power of the Torch . . . forever.” He shot Dastan a rueful glance. “or possibly until something else happens. I’m still unclear on the last bit, especially since my parchment got wet. . . .” 

Dastan rolled his eyes. The more he heard from Haxam, the less he believed in any of this Torch business. True, he’d seen the Torch with his own eyes. But why imagine it was anything but an ordinary relic of an ancient empire? No, it would be foolish to risk his life over a bunch of nonsense that Haxam had supposedly “translated” from some old carvings out in the desert somewhere. 

“None of that sounds too appealing to me. Here you go.” Dastan kicked the rolled-up rug in Haxam’s direction, suddenly ready to be done with it all. The rug hit the old man’s feet and unfurled itself, revealing the elephant. “If you think something like this could be a clue to your supernatural flame, have it.” 

Haxam’s eyes widened when he saw the crimson elephant. But he quickly kicked the rug away. 

“No, no—I told you,” he said. “I’m a weak old man; I don’t trust myself to remain pure of intentions if I ever got my hands on the Torch and flame. No, much better that a strong young fellow like you does it.” 

“Why? what’s in it for you that way?” 

“Glory,” Haxam responded. “I just want the glory of aiding you in the quest.” 

Dastan sighed. “well, right now all I have to go on is this silly rug with its badly colored red elephant. It doesn’t seem to be telling me anything.” 

Haxam bent over the rug, peering at it in the dim light. 

Dastan sat down and leaned his back against the chimney, too weary and cynical to do anything but watch. was he making a mistake by carrying on with this crazy quest? Cyra and Ardu seemed to think there was something to it, but Dastan still wasn’t sure. He reached up and touched the lucky coin hanging around his neck. what would Javed advise? 

Just then Haxam let out a gasp. He looked up at Dastan. 

“I think this is it,” he said, his voice shaking with excitement. “The answer is right here in the border!” 

“What?” Dastan asked, leaning forward and squinting at the rug. As he’d noted earlier, there was nothing but a simple pattern surrounding the elephant’s image. 

Haxam jabbed one gnarled finger at it. “There is elamite writing hidden within this design.” 

“What does it say?” 

“It reads ‘home with the king.’” Haxam looked up at Dastan, his eyes gleaming. “Don’t you see? The hiding place of the flame must lie somewhere within the walls of the palace itself!” 

After Haxam left, finally, still muttering excitedly about this latest revelation, Dastan tried again to sleep. But at half an hour before dawn he remained restless, tossing and turning in his makeshift bed. It didn’t help that he’d been joined by then by several pigeons and a scruffy, rather smelly goat that had jumped out of its pen on the next rooftop. The pigeons insisted on roosting atop the chimney and cooing. And the goat kept trying to eat the elephant rug despite Dastan’s best efforts to kick the creature away. 

Dastan gave up. If he wasn’t going to sleep, he might as well begin the day. At least he was likely to be the earliest one to the dump in search of breakfast. 

Shoving the goat aside long enough to grab the rug and tuck it under his arm, Dastan slid down a column to the street. It was still dark, cool, and mostly quiet, though lights were beginning to gleam in some of the houses. 

Dastan stretched, then turned in the direction of the dump. But he’d hardly gone ten paces when he heard hurried footsteps approaching. He turned, thinking that perhaps Haxam had returned. 

He gasped. It wasn’t Haxam. 

It was Vindarna! 

“What do you want?” Dastan blurted out, automatically going into a fighting stance. His lack of sleep had put him off guard, and he realized the Magian had him trapped in a corner between two buildings. while he didn’t usually give much credence to magic, Vindarna frightened him in an unexplainable way. The man was dressed in his usual swirling silk robes. He gazed at Dastan with glittering black eyes, seeming not to notice the boy’s ready fists. or more likely, ignoring them. 

“I understand you have discovered the location of half of an ancient treasure,” he said in a voice that sounded like squeaky cart wheels on gravel. “But what of the flame?” 

Dastan’s head spun. How did the Magian know he was seeking to reunite Torch and flame? He hadn’t even known it himself until a short while ago. 

“Wha—uh—what?” he stammered. 

Vindarna took a step closer, peering down at him. “Speak up, boy,” he hissed. “This is more important than you know.” 

That was enough for Dastan. Bending down, he scooped up a handful of dust and sand and flung it into the Magian’s face. when Vindarna jumped back with a cry, Dastan pushed past him and ran for his life. At any moment he expected to be struck down by some terrible sorcery. However, Vindarna did nothing but call after him, and Dastan soon left him far behind. Still, he didn’t start to feel safe until he had put a good distance between himself and the spooky Magian. when he looked back, Vindarna was gone. 
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Chapter Fifteen


“How strange.” Cyra popped a piece of fresh bread into her mouth. “And you say this man is a Magian? A religious scholar?” 

“On the surface, yes.” Dastan couldn’t hold back a shudder at the memory of those cold dark eyes staring into his own. “But many people think he has powers beyond human knowledge. Dark powers.” 

Ardu glanced up from the sugary date he was eating. “I thought you didn’t believe in all that supernatural stuff.” 

Dastan shrugged. “I don’t really. Is there any more of that bread?” 

“Should be, unless you-know-who ate it all while I wasn’t looking.” Ardu shot Cyra a suspicious look. He had turned up at their meeting place—a large rooftop water tank near the dump—bearing an armful of sweet bread and dried fruits fresh from the market. He’d purchased them with some of the coins he’d stolen from the king’s room the night before. 

Cyra frowned at Ardu. “I’ll thank you to stop making comments about how much I eat.” 

“I will stop making the comments when you stop eating so much,” Ardu retorted. 

Dastan sighed and glanced up at the sky, which was brightening by the second as the sun climbed above the city walls. Ardu and Cyra had been bickering almost since the moment they’d met. 

Ardu wasn’t finished. “I wish you’d take my advice to leave us alone to our quest,” he said, waving a hand toward himself and Dastan. “It’s likely to be dangerous and is really no task for a girl.” 

Cyra scowled. “Says who? I think you’re the one who should drop out. I distrusted the look on your ugly face from the moment I met you.” 

Dastan barely heard them. His mind kept wandering back to the disturbing run-in with Vindarna. How had the Magian known where to find him? And how did he know that Dastan was searching for the flame? 

“Dastan, are you up there?” a breathless voice called out from the edge of the roof. 

Dastan peered around the water tank. It was Haxam. “Yes, I’m here,” he replied. 

“Who’s that?” Cyra asked. 

Dastan waited until the old man’s face popped into view. Then he hurried forward to help haul Haxam up the last few feet from the decorative metal sculpture on the front of the building. 

“Thank you, my boy,” Haxam wheezed, collapsing on the rooftop. “These old bones aren’t much good for climbing anymore.” 

“Never mind, you’re up here now.” Dastan gestured toward the others. “That’s Ardu, and Cyra is over there. They’re helping me look for the Torch and its flame.” 

“Oh?” Haxam raised one bushy eyebrow in surprise. Then he peered at Ardu. “You look familiar, young man. Have I seen you playing music in the palace square? or perhaps at the dump?” Then his expression cleared. “No, I remember! I believe I saw you talking to the old Chinese seer who passed through town a week or two ago. It was just as I was coming to see him.” 

Ardu laughed. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” he said. “I just arrived in Nasaf the other day. I don’t know anyone here except these two.” 

Haxam shrugged. “Ah well, the old eyes aren’t what they used to be. . . . Now Dastan, my boy. Have you given any thought to our latest clue?” 

“You mean about the flame being hidden in the palace? Not really. It doesn’t exactly narrow things down much. That place is a maze. It’s got more twists and turns than these streets.” 

“Are you sure that’s all the clue says? That it’s in the palace?” Cyra asked. “Maybe there’s something else written on the rug.” 

“Let me see it again.” Haxam took the rug Dastan handed him and spread it out, poring over it carefully with his squinty eyes. But after a few minutes he shook his head. “No, there’s nothing else here. I’m quite certain.” 

“So what do we do? Search every room in the palace?” Ardu asked. 

Haxam’s gaze was far away. “There must be more,” he mused. “Perhaps I’ve missed something in the translation of those inscriptions. . . .” 

“What inscriptions?” Cyra asked. 

“He’s been translating some old-time carvings out in the desert somewhere,” Dastan said. 

“That’s right.” Haxam nodded thoughtfully. “The inscriptions are carved into the ruins of an old temple from the days of Achaemenes and Darius.” 

“Darius?” Dastan’s mind flashed to the bully of that name. 

Cyra glanced at him. “The great king from a thousand years ago,” she said. “It was he who turned Persia into the greatest empire in the world.” 

Haxam was staring out toward the city walls. 

“The ruined temple lies in a dry oasis several leagues from Nasaf. Perhaps I need to get another look at the inscriptions in person.” 

“You mean trek out into the desert?” Cyra asked. 

Haxam sighed. “I’m just not sure I can make the journey again on foot,” he admitted. “The last time, I was nearly killed in a sudden sandstorm.” 

Ardusmirked. “oh, no problem!” he exclaimed. “I have a coin or two left yet. we’ll just buy a caravan of camels to carry us! or perhaps we can trade the chicken bones we find in the dump for a fine horse or two.” 

Dastan paid no attention to the other boy’s sarcasm. The visit from Vindarna had changed his outlook on the quest. He still didn’t trust Haxam’s motives, but he no longer fully doubted that the Torch and flame existed, and he was beginning to believe they had power. Vindarna might be frightening, but he was also a powerful, educated, and intelligent man. If he was so concerned about finding the Torch, how could Dastan doubt its importance—whether it was mystical or not. 

The very thought that the Torch’s power might be real was intoxicating. For a moment Dastan allowed himself to dream, picturing himself first using the lighted Torch to fling the murderous Hun who had killed Javed into eternal darkness, and then using it to bring Javed back to life. . . . 

But he quickly banished such thoughts, not wanting to get his hopes up—not wanting to stray too far from reality. For it was the fact that he was so grounded that had kept him alive all these years. 

But on the off chance its power was real, Dastan had an obligation. Namely, to keep it out of the hands of men like Vindarna—not to mention the scheming Huns. Finding it before them could mean saving Nasaf and the rest of the empire. But first they had to figure out a way to get Haxam out to see those carvings again. . . . 

Dastan’s ears perked up. Feint sounds came from a distance, where musicians were tuning their instruments. Dastan smiled. “I’ve got it!” 
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Chapter Sixteen


“Today is Prince Garsiv’s birthday,” Dastan said. 

“Yeah, so?” Ardu responded. 

“With all the music, the parades . . . the guests coming and going, it is the perfect opportunity to sneak into the royal stables and come back out with some horses,” he told the others. 

“Horses?” Ardu said dubiously. “Don’t you think they’ll notice if four horses go missing?” 

But Cyra looked excited. “I think it’s a perfect plan!” she exclaimed. 

“You do?” Though he’d only known her a day, Dastan had already deduced that Cyra was both skeptical and practical. He’d expected her to be the last to agree to his plan. But he did his best to hide his surprise. “I mean, yes, I, too, think it will work.” 

Ardu appeared far less convinced. “It seems awfully risky,” he said. “Maybe if the old man tells us where these carvings are, Dastan and I can go out there on foot and copy them down.” 

“Why walk all that way when you can ride?” Cyra shot him a look. “No, Dastan’s plan is the only answer.” 

Haxam just shrugged. “I’m not much of a rider, but I suppose it’s worth a try,” he said. “If I get killed in this adventure, at least my name will be remembered for it.” 

“That’s the spirit,” Dastan said. “Come on, let’s head over there and see how things look.” 

When they reached the palace square, they saw that the celebration had already begun despite the early hour. A group of street performers was dancing around, their tame monkeys joining in to the great glee of the small crowd of early risers who had gathered to watch. A few exotically dressed people were observing from the colonnade, and several guards were also in view. 

“We’re not going to be able to sneak in this way,” Cyra murmured, nodding toward the several lines of Persian soldiers marching back and forth at the base of the palace steps. 

“Aw, too bad.” Ardu started to turn away. “we’ll have to come up with another plan. Maybe that walking thing I mentioned.” 

“Not so fast,” Dastan said. “Let’s try to approach from the side as we did last night.” 

The side wall was indeed far less populated, though there were a few people hurrying up and down the street beside it. “If we try to climb again, someone will surely call the guards,” Ardu murmured, glancing at several well-dressed women hurrying past. 

Dastan realized that wasn’t the only problem. It had been difficult enough for the three agile young people to scale the imposing wall. How could they ever hope to get Haxam up it? 

“There is a small delivery entrance near here where I’ve begged for kitchen scraps a time or four,” Haxam said. “It’s usually poorly guarded due to the unpleasant smell—it’s where they stack the garbage while it’s waiting for someone to carry it off. Perhaps we might have some luck there.” 

“It’s worth a try,” Cyra said. 

Dastan nodded. “Lead the way.” 

They all followed Haxam down the length of the wall. The odor of the entryway greeted them even before they saw it, but they were all used to the stench of refuse. The small rectangular doorway was guarded by a single young man who didn’t look much older than Ardu. He was leaning against the wall with a sour expression, waving one hand against the swarm of flies buzzing around his face, and using the other to cover his nose and mouth. “Now what?” Dastan murmured. 

Ardu and Haxam looked uncertain. But Cyra smiled. 

“I have an idea,” she whispered. “wait here and be ready to go!” 

She strode up to the young guard. Dastan couldn’t hear everything she said, but it had something to do with an escaped kid goat she was meant to deliver as a gift for the prince and the large reward certain to be provided by her father, a shopkeeper. 

Dastan wasn’t sure how she pulled it off. Her clothes might be nicer than the average street rat’s, but they were tattered and dirty. Could her pretty face and lilting voice have anything to do with it? 

In any case, the young guard soon abandoned his post, hurrying off into a nearby alley in search of the mythical missing goat. Dastan, Ardu, and Haxam were able to slip through the doorway with no trouble. Luckily there was nobody else about, and they quickly found a hiding place behind a cart piled with kitchen waste. 

“That was an impressive performance,” Haxam murmured. “where did you find that young lady anyway, Dastan?” 

“She found me,” Dastan replied. 

“I still say we just go on without her,” Ardu hissed. “She’ll never be able to get in here without tipping off that guard.” 

“What’s that?” Cyra rounded the trash cart just in time to hear Ardu. “Not trying to abandon me, were you, my skinny friend?” 

Ardu’s face went red. “Not at all,” he muttered. “I was concerned, that’s all.” 

“Come on.” Dastan peered out at the doorway. “Let’s get moving before that guy comes back. where do you suppose the stables are?” 

“They’re set along the south side of the palace’s main gardens,” Cyra replied. “Let’s head toward the back of the palace; we should find them easily enough.” 

Once again, the dizzying warren of rooms in the palace threatened to throw them off track. But when they found their way out of the kitchen area, they found it easier to go through the large public rooms on the rest of the ground floor. They soon made their way to an enormous ballroom at the back of the building where a series of arches opened onto a spacious portico. when Dastan and the others emerged onto it, they found themselves overlooking a vast sea of greenery. 

“The royal gardens,” Dastan whispered. 

Haxam shook his head. “It’s no wonder the palace asks the citizenry to conserve precious water,” he muttered. “They need every drop of it to keep this place so green.” 

Indeed, Dastan had never seen such lushness. The gardens still lay in partial shadow due to the early hour, but they stretched out before him as far as the eye could see. Palm trees waved in the breeze, birds hopped about on the grassy lawn or fluttered through neatly clipped hedges, and a riotous bounty of flowers bloomed everywhere. Somewhere out of sight, a rooster crowed to announce daybreak. An enormous fountain at the base of the steps led down from the portico, and near it stood a large wire cage containing several large, brightly colored birds. A spotted fallow deer stepped out of the shadows to drink from the fountain. As Dastan watched, the creature suddenly lifted its head, then bounded out of sight. 

Ardu shot a nervous look over his shoulder. “I think I hear someone coming,” he hissed. 

All four of them dashed outside the palace and hid behind a huge stone planter on the steps. And just in time. Four young men outfitted with crossbows, spears, and other hunting gear stepped out onto the portico. Dastan instantly recognized two of them. 

“It’s those Hun princes!” he whispered to his companions. 

Haxam nodded. “And our own princes are with them.” 

Dastan’s eyes widened. It was difficult to get a good look without risking being seen. was that truly Prince Tus and his younger brother, Prince Garsiv, standing there just a dozen yards away? 

“We’d better get out of here,” Cyra hissed. “As soon as they come down the steps, they’ll be able to see us!” 

Dastan realized she was right. “If we’re separated, just find your way to the stables and we’ll meet again there,” he whispered. 

Cyra dashed off first, disappearing into a copse of laurels. Then Ardu scooted in a different direction, heading for the shelter of a large stone sculpture of a griffin. 

Dastan lingered with Haxam. “ready?” he asked the old man. 

“I’m not sure.” Haxam was still breathing hard from their trip through the palace. “Perhaps you should go on without me.” 

“Don’t be silly,” Dastan replied. “Come on, let’s just scoot over and hide behind that fountain. Those flowering bushes near it should provide shelter enough for the moment.” 

Haxam followed as Dastan dashed off. Soon the two of them were hidden behind the fountain. when Dastan peered out, the princes were wandering down the steps. Their voices floated out over the garden in the thin, cool morning air. 

“It’s a fine morning for a hunt,” Dastan heard Prince Tus say to the Huns. “My brother and I are glad you could join us.” 

“We are glad, too,” the older Hun responded. 

“Your fine gardens make a beautiful hunting ground.” 

“Father likes us to stay in practice with our weapons,” Garsiv said. “And since we aren’t allowed to shoot the citizenry, he keeps this place well stocked.” 

“Indeed, this garden boasts a wide variety of wildlife,” Tus said as the Huns laughed. “It is stocked not only with deer and gazelle, but also pheasants, doves, peacocks, wild boar, aurochs, hares, foxes, martens, lynx, a bear or two . . .” 

“Enough, Tus!” Garsiv rolled his eyes. “our guests don’t need a list of every species they might see within the garden walls.” 

Prince Tus chuckled. “I suppose you’re right, brother. Let’s not dawdle any longer. we won’t have long to enjoy the hunt before it is time to begin the festivities for your day.” 

Dastan couldn’t resist watching as the four young princes strolled toward the nearest patch of trees. The two Persians were elbowing each other good-naturedly as they walked. with a pang, he wondered if they even knew how lucky they were. 

To have all this. To have each other. 

He drew back as he saw a uniformed palace guard appear on the portico. “Begging your pardon, Your Highnesses,” the guard called out, bowing as the princes turned. “Prince Tus, your father wishes you to know that some intruders may have breached palace security. The guards are searching for them, but in the meantime you might want to remain indoors where it is safer.” 

“Nonsense!” Prince Garsiv hoisted his bow. “we are safe enough out here. If we run into these intruders we shall take care of them ourselves.” 

“Indeed!” the younger Hun prince exclaimed with enthusiasm. 

Dastan saw the elder Hun give his brother a nudge. “what manner of intruders?” he demanded of the guard. 

The guard hesitated, then bowed to him as he responded. “Nothing to worry you overmuch, sir. Merely some common street trash—probably hoping to steal from the king under cover of the celebration.” 

“I see. well, we’ll keep an eye out for anyone lurking about,” the older Hun prince replied with another glance at his brother. 

“Come on,” Dastan whispered to Haxam. “we’ve got to get to the stables.” 

“Perhaps this is too risky,” Haxam whispered back. “we might be able to climb one of the trees near the palace wall and escape before they track us out here.” 

“And when might we have another chance?” Dastan hissed. “If you want to get another look at those carvings of yours—” 

“Fine, fine.” Haxam sighed. “Lead the way, my boy.” 

They crept away from the fountain, going in the direction opposite the princes’. However, they almost immediately found themselves in a tangle of vines that proved too thick to traverse. They were forced to skirt it, bringing them within earshot of the Huns, who were conversing in low voices in their own language. 

“Think they’re talking about us?” Haxam breathed into Dastan’s ear. 

“Hush! This way.” Dastan crawled around a sundial and into a grove of flowering shrubs. But he almost immediately ran into a decorative metal trellis. 

“Dead end,” Haxam commented. 

Dastan didn’t answer, turning and plunging through the sea of shrubs, hoping he was going in the right direction. Just as he reached the far end of the grove, he startled a bird out of one of the bushes. It flew up into a taller tree nearby and chirped loudly, as if to scold the intruders. A moment later the younger Hun prince appeared nearby, bow cocked and ready as he searched the trees for the bird. 

“Get out of sight!” Dastan hissed at Haxam. 

Dastan ducked between the trunks of two enormous cypress trees into a narrow passageway formed by high, thick rose hedges. A few yards down, the passage opened up into a sort of room created by the hedge; a large reflecting pool stood in the center. The pool was shaped much like a rose, its tiled sides rising several feet above the grass. A simple stone bench was the only other ornamentation in the area. 

“It’s another dead end,” Dastan whispered. “Turn around.” 

He pushed past Haxam and hurried back toward the cypresses, hoping the Hun had moved on by now. But as soon as he peered out between the trees, he backed up quickly. The Persian princes were heading right toward the opening! Tus called out for the Huns, who answered with a whoop. 

“Sounds as if they might be by the rose fountain,” Garsiv said in a low voice that barely carried to Dastan just a few yards away. “Think they wandered in there and forgot how to get out?” 

“Don’t be unkind, brother,” Tus said with a chuckle. “Just because they are different from us doesn’t make them idiots. Necessarily.” 

Dastan scooted back down the rose alley, shoving Haxam behind him, though he wasn’t sure why he bothered. The Persian princes clearly meant to come into the tiny garden room surrounded by its six-foot-high thorny hedge. 

There was no way out. 
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Chapter Seventeen


Casting a desperate look around, Dastan saw few places to hide. “Get under there,” he hissed at Haxam, pushing the old man toward the stone bench. 

Haxam managed to wedge himself into the space beneath the bench and pull a clump of fallen leaves in to hide himself. 

Dastan did the only thing he could think of; grabbing the edge of the pool, he pulled himself over and slid into the cool water as silently as a snake. 

The water in the pool was nearly three feet deep. Dastan wasn’t much of a swimmer, but he paddled his way to the bottom, holding his breath. 

He hoped the early-morning sunlight glinting off the surface of the pool would disguise him well enough from view. overhead, he heard the voices of the princes come closer, though they were distorted by the water and sounded strange and faraway. 

He floated there, trying not to think. His eyes were open, staring at the bottom of the pool. Unlike most of the palace’s other pools and fountains, which featured elaborate and beautiful multicolored tile murals of animals or other subjects, this one was fairly plain, lined only with stone-colored tiles, allowing him, in his tattered brown street clothes, to blend in quite nicely. 

Then something near the center caught the light, drawing his eye. It was a tiny amber-colored jewel imbedded in a tile. And it was only then that Dastan saw that the tiles in the center of the pool did indeed form a pattern, outlining the figure of a fierce dragon with the jewel as its eye. He wondered why anyone would bother to create such an intricate picture out of a stone color so similar to the surrounding area. Surely it would be all but impossible to see, even from right above the surface. . . . 

Thinking about that distracted Dastan from the burning sensation in his lungs. But he realized he was going to have to surface or die. He waited a few seconds more, straining his ears, but there was no sound from above. Had the princes left the area, or merely fallen silent? 

Either way, he couldn’t hold his breath any longer. He allowed himself to float upward, emerging with a faint gasp. Then he peered out over the side of the pool. 

The princes were nowhere to be seen, and Haxam was already crawling out from his hiding place. 

“That was very close!” the old man whispered hoarsely. 

Dastan climbed out of the pool and shook off as much water as he could. “Come on,” he said. “we’d better keep moving.” 

Then he paused and felt for Javed’s coin in his pocket, but it wasn’t there. He glanced back at the pool and noticed it laying at the bottom. Just as he was about to jump back in, he heard a bow release an arrow. 

When he peered out between the two cypress trees, he saw that all four princes were nearby, together again, he realized there was nothing he could do. He would need to return for the coin later. reluctantly, Dastan managed to sneak himself and Haxam over to a thick, wild patch of forest without being seen. Dastan led the old man along a narrow dirt path winding its way among the trees. 

It was growing lighter, and hotter, as the sun climbed higher. But beneath the trees it remained dim and shadowy. Dastan kept his eyes wide open, not wishing to snap a twig or do anything else that would give them away. even so, he didn’t see his next obstacle until he was nearly upon it. A loud snort just ahead alerted him, and he stopped short with a gasp. 

Haxam bumped into him from behind. “keep going!” the old man hissed. 

Dastan didn’t answer. The boar was huge, its sharp tusks extending some six inches out of its mouth. Letting out a suspicious snort, it lowered its head and glared at Dastan with beady eyes. 

As if the situation weren’t dire enough, Dastan heard shouting from somewhere behind him. It was the princes! At first, he paid no attention to their words, caring only that he and Haxam appeared to be trapped once again, stuck on this narrow trail between an annoyed boar and the princes. But then he realized what they were saying— and what it meant. The princes were tracking this very boar. 

His heart pounding in panic, Dastan tried to dive off the trail and into the forest. But the thick underbrush stopped him almost immediately. Besides that, every time he moved, the boar’s expression grew darker. It pawed at the ground and snorted loudly. 

“Come on, boy.” Haxam sounded nervous. “Better to be tossed into the street by the guards than gored by that creature.” 

Dastan wasn’t sure he agreed. especially because he knew the Huns were looking for him. He backed up a few steps, looking for another way out. 

Just then a loud horn sounded, and a voice called out the Persian princes’ names. when Garsiv shouted back, sounding impatient, a servant called out that the princes were required by their father, the king, to greet some newly arrived guests from Babylon. 

“More guests?” Garsiv grumbled from somewhere extremely close by. 

Tus sounded amused. “Come, brother, it’s nearly time to head inside anyway.” 

Dastan could hear the sound of the princes’ footsteps pattering through the garden. And when he turned he noticed the boar had disappeared into the trees, following the sound. 

Soon he and Haxam were peering out from the edge of the trees. While a pair of guards was visible in the distance, none of the princes were anywhere in sight. Dastan looked around, gauging the position of the sun. “Cyra said the stables were at the south end of the gardens, so I guess that means this way.” 

He wasn’t sure how Cyra had known the location of the stables. But she turned out to be right. Dastan and Haxam emerged from a small grove of lemon and fig trees to find themselves at the edge of a large, open area. 

“The king’s gaming grounds,” Haxam guessed, squinting at some athletic equipment on the ground nearby. “And look—the stables.” 

Across the way, Dastan could see a long, low-slung building. Fine-looking horses were looking out through some of its arched windows, and off to one side was a pen containing a herd of camels. 

The trouble was that the only way to get there was to cross the field. There would be no cover should anyone look their way. 

“Ready to run?” Dastan asked in a low voice. 

“Not really,” Haxam said with a sigh. “But let’s go!” 

He dashed out onto the field, his skinny legs flailing. Dastan hurried after him, keeping a wary eye on the surrounding area. But no shouts sounded; no guards appeared to chase them. Moments later, Dastan burst into the dim interior of the stables. 

“Wait here,” he told Haxam, who had already collapsed and was panting with exertion. “I’ll see if Cyra and Ardu have arrived ahead of us.” 

The stables were nearly as impressive as the palace itself, with numerous aisles marked out by rows of columns. Between the columns, low walls separated the space into individual stalls. Dastan couldn’t help noting that each of the king’s horses lived in a larger space than many of the people in the city. 

Dastan hurried up one aisle and down the next. Impeccably groomed horses gazed at him from every direction. But there was no sign of Cyra or Ardu. 

Returning to the entrance where he’d left Haxam, he was just in time to hear a shout from somewhere on the far side of the grounds, off to the right. 

“Uh-oh,” Haxam commented. “I hope that doesn’t mean your young friends have been captured.” 

Dastan caught a flash of movement from the left. He turned and saw Cyra and Ardu sprinting toward them! 

“Did they see us?” Cyra panted as she flung herself through the stable door. She spun around and peered out. 

“I told you,” Ardu said breathlessly. “That trick works every time.” 

“What trick?” Haxam asked. 

Dastan guessed the answer. Ardu had tossed a stone as far as he could in the opposite direction from where they wanted to go. The guards had heard it and taken off after the noise, allowing Ardu and Cyra to dash across the field without being seen. 

“The rock trick. That’s a pretty good one,” Dastan said. 

Ardu grinned. “It’s never failed me yet.” 

“All right.” Cyra sounded impatient. “There’s no sense in standing around waiting to get caught. Let’s choose some horses and get out of here.” 

She slipped off down one of the aisles of stalls. Dastan followed. He was looking in at a fine-boned horse when Ardu caught up to him. 

“I still don’t know about this plan,” Ardu whispered. “How are we supposed to get out of the city? The gate’s several blocks from here.” 

“Nobody’s forcing you to come along,” Dastan replied as he stepped to the end of the aisle and turned toward the next. 

Ardu frowned. “No, I’m coming. But listen, I hear smaller horses are more reliable mounts. Let’s take a look over—” He gasped as he peered through a large arched doorway nearby. “whoa!” he exclaimed loudly. 

Dastan was about to shush him when a loud noise split the air, drowning him out. with a gasp, he realized it was the trumpet of an elephant! Hurrying forward, he saw that Ardu had just stumbled into a different section of the stables, where several of the huge gray beasts were kept. 

After the trumpet, several of the horses nearby snorted or whinnied in alarm, milling around in their stalls. “Hide!” Dastan hissed, ducking into an unoccupied stall. 

Luckily, nobody came running in response to the elephant’s cry. But Dastan knew their luck wouldn’t hold forever. “Pick a horse and let’s be off,” he told Ardu. 

Ardu gulped. “Look, I—that is—um, I’ve never ridden before,” he blurted out. 

“Oh.” Now Dastan understood the boy’s reluctance. He shouldn’t have been surprised; most street rats didn’t have much opportunity to travel by any means other than their own two feet. In fact, Dastan would never have had the opportunity to ride a horse had one of his frequent messenger jobs not been to a farm whose owner had taught him to ride. “well, you’re agile enough. You’ll catch on quickly. or, you can ride behind Cyra on hers.” 

“No way am I riding on a girl’s horse!” Ardu snapped. 

Dastan shook his head and stepped over to a nearby stall. “Here, this one seems calm.” 

Dastan glanced in and saw a short, stout black gelding. Before he could answer, Cyra appeared with several jewel-encrusted bridles hanging over one arm and with another already in place upon the head of a tall horse, which walked calmly along behind her. 

“Leave that one,” she said briskly. “He’s lame; he’ll never be able to keep up.” 

“What? How do you know?” Ardu blinked at her. 

Cyra stopped abruptly to look into another stall nearby. Ardu and Dastan joined her and saw a dappled gray mare with a sturdy foal at her side. 

“How about that one, then?” Ardu said, waving a hand at the mare. 

Cyra rounded on him, her eyes flashing. “No!” she barked. “She has a foal. we can’t separate them at that age.” 

Dastan was surprised by her strong reaction. Still, he’d never claimed to understand the minds of girls. “what about that one?” he suggested, indicating a placid-looking horse across the aisle. 

“Good choice; Ardu can take that one. And the gray over there should work for Haxam.” 

Soon they had the four horses Cyra had chosen out of their stalls and bridled. Dastan looked up at his mount, a fiery-eyed chestnut stallion, and shivered nervously. Could they really pull this off? After all, they had at least two nonriders in the group, and there were several crowded city blocks between them and the city gates? 

Dastan glanced at the broad wooden doors at the far end of the center aisle, which Cyra had assured them led directly out into the streets of Nasaf. At that very moment the doors swung open, revealing a group of dusty, tired-looking horses led by servants dressed in distinctive Mesopotamian garb. Several palace guards and servants were with them. 

A shout went up as soon as the servants spotted the intruders. 

“Oh, we’re in trouble now,” Ardu observed. 

No one was going to argue. 
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Chapter Eighteen


“Come on!” Dastan shouted. 

Dastan helped Haxam onto the back of his horse. Then he jumped on his own mount and grabbed its mane, vaulting up onto the stallion’s broad back. Letting out a whoop, he kicked the horse into a gallop, hoping the others would be quick enough to follow. with a heavy heart, he remembered that he’d left Javed’s coin in the fountain. 

A glance back showed him Cyra already mounted and urging her horse after his. Ardu had clambered aboard his mount as well. He looked a bit precarious, but he had wrapped his long, skinny legs around the creature’s belly and had a nervous but determined look in his eye. Haxam had buried his hands in his horse’s mane and closed his eyes. But the horse had caught the others’ excitement and was cantering along behind them. 

Turning to face forward again, Dastan crouched low over his mount’s withers. The servants and guards were still standing in the open doorway, looking confused. 

As Dastan and the others galloped toward them, the visitors’ mounts started to dance in place and back away, made nervous by the strange horses charging at them. The servants had to struggle to hold on to them, and the guards backed off to avoid their flying hooves. That gave Dastan and his friends the opening they needed. 

“Onward!” Dastan cried as his horse leaped out onto the street. He rode through the city gates as fast as his mount’s legs would go. They whizzed past the two guards who were standing sentry while their companions tended to the festivities at the palace. 

Dastan didn’t dare look back. 


* * *


“I still can’t believe we pulled that off,” Ardu said for the fourteenth time—not that anyone was counting. 

“I can’t believe you haven’t fallen off yet.” Cyra shot him a disdainful look. “You ride like an insect straddling a twig.” 

Dastan shaded his eyes with his hand, peering toward the horizon. His legs were sore from more than an hour’s worth of riding, and sweat soaked his clothes. “I think I see an oasis up ahead. we should stop and rest.” 

“Yes,” Cyra agreed. “The horses will want a drink.” 

“Me, too,” Haxam said. “Too bad we’re likely to find only water up there.” 

The oasis was small, just a shallow, spring-fed pool surrounded by a few date palms and some scrubby grass. But the shade was a welcome respite from the harsh desert sun, which had been beating down upon them since they had left Nasaf. The scant foliage was enough to block most of the hot desert wind, which had started blowing several minutes earlier. And water had never tasted so fresh and cool. 

Once both humans and horses had drank their fill, Haxam settled down for a nap and Ardu wandered off to bathe in a secluded part of the spring. Cyra took hold of two of the horses. 

“Want to help me take them to the grassy spot over there?” she asked Dastan. “It will do them good to graze before we continue.” 

Dastan took his horse by the bridle, along with Haxam’s. Then he followed Cyra as she led the other two to the grass. 

They stood quietly for a few minutes as the horses grazed. Finally Dastan broke the silence, unable to stifle his own curiosity any longer. 

“So how is it you know so much about horses? or thousand-year-old kings for that matter?” 

Cyra’s whole body went stiff, and she glared at him for a second. Then she sighed and relaxed. “I never actually said I was a street rat, or an orphan,” she said. 

“You mean you’re not? Then who are you, and where do you come from?” 

She shrugged, not meeting his eye. “My family lives on a farm near Bishapur. For generations, we have bred the finest horses for the Persian cataphracts.” Her voice went quiet. “I always took issue with my parents’ sending our horses off to war. They took issue with my jeopardizing their— our— livelihood. So, I ran away from home when my father sold my favorite mare to the king’s stable against my wishes.” 

“The dappled gray?” Dastan guessed, remembering her reaction to the pretty mare. 

Cyra nodded. “It seems she is happy and well cared for in her new home,” she said. “I am content now that I’ve seen her. But too much time has passed for me to return home.” 

Dastan’s head spun with this new information. To have a home, a family, a place in the world, and then to leave it all behind on purpose—for something as stupid as a horse? He just didn’t understand how someone could do that. But then, different things mattered to different people. 

The way Javed treasured his coin. 

Cyra was staring at the ground, her brow furrowed. And seeing her expression, Dastan suddenly did understand. Perhaps he and Cyra weren’t so different after all. Perhaps she was simply too proud to return to her father and admit she was wrong. Too proud or too stubborn. 

“Did I ever tell you how Javed and I became friends?” he asked. 

She looked up, clearly surprised by the sudden change in topic. “No. How?” 

“I’d found a rare treat at the dump—a kebab, a whole one with no maggots or anything. But before I could find a safe place to eat it, a couple of bullies jumped me.” He shrugged. “I was younger and smaller then, and I knew I should just give in. But I wouldn’t let go; I just clutched that kebab to me and rolled up into a ball and let them pummel me.” He smiled at the memory of what came next. “Javed came along and saw what was happening. He was new in town, but he already had lots of friends—that’s the kind of guy he was, the kind that others liked to be around. He convinced some of his pals to help him chase off the bullies. And he wouldn’t let me give him any of the kebab in thanks. At least not until I pretended to be full.” 

Cyra smiled, too. “That’s sweet,” she said. 

Just then, Ardu let out a cry from the other end of the oasis. when Dastan stepped up a small hillock to see why, he noticed Ardu was waving his long arms frantically. 

“Look!” Ardu cried, pointing back the way they’d come. “There’s something out there!” 

Cyra left the horses and joined Dastan on the hillock. “what is it?” she asked, shading her eyes. 

“It looks like a small sandstorm,” Dastan said. “I don’t know why he’s so . . .” His voice trailed off as the cloud came closer. 

“It’s not a sandstorm!” Cyra exclaimed with a gasp. “It’s a group of riders! They must be coming after us!” 

Ardu wasalready running for thehorses, kicking Haxam awake on his way. Soon all four of them were scrambling to get back astride their horses. The animals seemed none too happy about going back to work so soon but broke into a canter with some urging, though Dastan’s mount kept shaking his head due to the sand blowing into his face. 

They rode up the hill out of the oasis and galloped west. Dastan’s heart pounded as he glanced back. It was one thing to elude capture in the city. There he had memorized the streets and alleys. even in a place such as the palace or its gardens he could rely on his wits and agility. 

But here, things were different. There was nowhere to hide in the desert’s vast, dry expanse. He could only hope that his horse had the speed to carry him to safety. That gave him such a helpless feeling that for a moment he felt dizzy. And in that moment, he was almost ready to quit, to give up, to stop running for once in his life— 

“This way!” Haxam shouted. 

Looking over at the old man, Dastan saw him yanking on his left rein, trying to get his horse to turn. But his mount seemed more interested in staying beside Dastan’s stallion than in listening to its rider. 

“Where are you trying to go?” Dastan called over. 

Haxam looked frustrated as he yanked again at the left rein. “That way!” 

Dastan glanced to the left, seeing only more desert sloping upward to a rise. For a second he wondered if the old musician was playing some kind of trick. Could he be in league with their pursuers? 

But there seemed few other options but to trust him. Perhaps he thought it would be harder for their pursuers to track them if they strayed off their due-west path. And perhaps he was right. The hot, dusty wind had picked up even more, swirling away the horses’ hoofprints as soon as they left them. So Dastan turned his own horse to the left, swinging Haxam’s along with it, the one staying close by the other’s heels. The others followed close behind as they galloped up the rise. when they crested it, Dastan saw a small village below. Its mud-brick huts and camel-hide tents were the color of the sand. A solitary donkey was napping in the shade of a scrubby palm tree, and a dog yapped when it saw the riders appear. 

Haxam prodded his horse down the far side of the rise, followed by Dastan and the others. People were already pouring out of the huts, alerted by the dog or perhaps the sound of hooves. They, too, blended in with the sand, with weathered faces and dusty clothes. They stood silently as the horses skidded to a halt in the village’s central square. 

“What is this place?” Dastan asked Haxam, a little unnerved by the silent, staring villagers. 

Then his eyes caught a warning scrawled onto the face of one of the mud-brick buildings. It read: leper town– enter at own risk! 
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Chapter Nineteen


“Lepers?” Ardu cried, sounding terrified. 

Dastan stared around at the villagers, taking in the sight of an elderly man with no fingers or toes, a young girl with oozing eyes and lumps disfiguring her face, and several others whose faces hardly looked human due to their skin discolorations and deformities. . . . why would the old man bring them here, to this place of sickness and dread? How did he even know of such a place? 

But it was too late to worry about that now. Their pursuers would be cresting that hill at any moment. Dastan glanced back and saw that their prints had already been swept away by the wind. even so, it wouldn’t take the soldiers long to realize where their quarry must have gone . . . but would they follow them here? 

Haxam had already dismounted and was speaking urgently to several of the villagers in a low voice. Spinning around, he gestured to the others. 

“This way,” he said. “They’ll deal with the horses while we hide.” 

Indeed, a young man was already stepping forward to take the reins of Dastan’s horse. Dastan slid to the ground, being careful not to come too close to the leper, who had a couple of missing fingers and scaly growths attacking his lips and forehead. 

Haxam hurried into one of the huts a woman with a lame leg and pale patches on every visible bit of skin led him to. After trading a glance, Dastan, Cyra, and Ardu followed. 

The four of them ended up crowded into a root cellar dug into the sandy floor. one of the lepers slid a board over the hole, and Dastan could hear sand being kicked over it. only a trickle of light came through a couple of knots in the board. 

“Lepers?” Ardu hissed, rounding on Haxam. “Are you crazy? we could escape one dismal fate only to fall prey to another!” 

“I know what you’re thinking, but you don’t have to worry.” Haxam glanced around at all three of them. “I’ve been here before, and I am no more a leper than the king himself, as you can see.” 

Cyra shot a nervous look upward. “But everyone says that lepers have sinned against the sun. They say that their affliction can pass to others who come in contact with them.” 

“And I can tell you it is not true,” Haxam said. “Nearly ten years ago, I had a bit too much wine and, under its influence, decided to go for a long walk in the desert. After a while I became lost, and soon after that I lost all track of myself. . . .” 

Dastan wasn’t particularly surprised by the story so far. He’d seen Haxam passed out drunk in the street too many times to doubt it. 

“When I awoke,” Haxam went on, settling his back against a large clay storage jar, “I found the lepers tending to me. They told me I’d been there more than a day already.” He shrugged. “I believed I was doomed, as you young people clearly do now. But even after staying as the lepers’ guest for a couple of weeks, I was never afflicted with their malady.” 

Dastan couldn’t help being dubious. “I suppose we have little choice but to hope that you’re right,” he told Haxam. “But what made you lead us here?” 

“We weren’t going to outrun those soldiers, were we?” Haxam said. “So what did you propose to do—fight them with our bare hands?” 

“Hush!” Cyra was staring upward again. “I hear something!” 

They all crouched there in the near darkness, listening as the sounds of deep voices and stomping feet grew louder. The soldiers. They sounded repulsed and a little frightened as they questioned the lepers, ordering them several times to remain at a safe distance. That forced the lepers to shout out their answers, allowing Dastan and the others to hear them easily. 

After several of the lepers claimed to know nothing of the escaped criminals the soldiers were seeking, another spoke up. He sounded young, and Dastan wondered if it was the young man who’d taken his horse. 

“I saw them while I was out checking on the donkey,” he announced. “They were riding fast along this valley, heading to the south.” 

“The south? Are you sure?” one of the soldiers demanded. 

“Yes,” the young man replied. “I noted it distinctly. If you go quickly, you might still catch them.” 

There was a murmur of agreement. “we’d hate to think of horse thieves getting away with their terrible crime,” a woman said earnestly. 

“Er, thank you,” a soldier said gruffly. “we’ll be off, then.” 

There was the sound of retreating footsteps. A moment later, the faint cries of the soldiers urging on their horses drifted down into the root cellar. 

Haxam chuckled. “Sounds as if they’re getting out of here as fast as their horses can run.” 

“Glad you find it so funny,” Ardu told him. “I still don’t see why you took the risk of bringing us here. we could have found a hiding place in the desert somewhere.” 

At that moment, the board scraped back and a lumpy face peered down at them. “They’re gone,” the leper reported. “You can come up.” 

He offered a hand, which Haxam took, and he clambered out of the cellar. when the young leper who’d taken Dastan’s horse also bent down with his hand held out, only Dastan stepped forward to take it, though he could have easily vaulted out of the root cellar on his own. 

“Thanks, friend,” he told the young leper. “we owe you our freedom.” 

Then Dastan turned to help Cyra out, and Ardu climbed out after her. other lepers were already leading the horses, water dripping from their muzzles, out of a nearby tent. After another few words of thanks, Dastan and his companions were once more on their way west. 


* * *


An hour or two later, Ardu lounged in the shade of a crumbling stone wall. Cyra glanced over at him staring at his arms. 

“Even if the lepers did give you their affliction, it’s not going to pop up right away,” she said. 

Ardu frowned at her. “How would you know? Are you an expert on lepers as well as horses?” 

Dastan paid them no attention. He was sprawled out on the sand, watching as Haxam pored over some faded scribbles carved into another wall of the ruined temple. “See anything?” he called out. 

Haxam glanced over at him, squinting in the midday sun. “I’m not sure,” he said, mopping his brow. “Much of the writing has been worn away by the sun and the wind over the years, so it’s difficult to make out.” 

Ardu jumped to his feet and walked over to peer over the old man’s shoulder. “well, read what you can and we’ll have to make do with that,” he said, sounding impatient. “we don’t want to still be out here when darkness falls.” 

“I’m trying my best,” Haxam muttered, bending closer to the writing. 

Ardu’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure about that?” he demanded, suddenly sounding suspicious. “Because if I didn’t know better, I’d think perhaps you were wasting our time out here in the desert. Hmm? Is that what you’re up to? Perhaps even working with that creepy Vindarna, keeping us busy while he looks for the flame?” 

Haxam didn’t bother to look up. “Don’t be foolish,” he muttered in a distracted voice. 

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Ardu snapped. “Vindarna is probably even now using his powers to steal the Torch from the Huns and find its flame.” He gave the old man a shove that nearly sent him tumbling into the wall. 

Dastan jumped to his feet as Haxam cried out in surprise. even though Dastan had been harboring some of the same suspicions himself, he was repulsed by Ardu’s show of temper. His first instinct was to give the other boy a shove in return to teach him not to harass a feeble old man. But instead, he tried to respond as Javed might have in the same situation. “easy,” he said. “Let’s not turn on one another.” 

Haxam was still on his hands and knees where he’d landed. He let out another strangled cry, and Dastan spun toward him, fearing the old man had been hurt in the fall. But Haxam looked excited. 

“I think this is it!” he cried, pointing to a spot of writing low on the wall. “I nearly missed it. Thanks for the shove, boy!” 

Cyra got up and hurried closer. “what does it say?” 

“Let me see. . . .” Haxam squinted at the inscription, running his withered fingers over the worn symbols. “It says that to find the flame, a seeker is to, um . . .” 

“Yes?” Dastan said eagerly. even Ardu was watching silently, seemingly as absorbed as any of them. 

“It’s a little unclear,” Haxam murmured. “I think it says one must ‘push through the eye of the symbol of greatest natural power.’ or something to that effect.” He glanced up at the others and shrugged. “old writing can be difficult to decipher.” 

“The symbol of greatest natural power,” Cyra echoed. “what does that mean? Is it talking about the king? Is the flame hidden in the throne room or something?” 

“The throne room?” Ardu shook his head. “It most likely wasn’t in a spot that might change—or not even have been built when this was written. what of the reference to an eye? Are you certain of your translation, old man?” 

Haxam shrugged. “I am no scholar,” he admitted. “But I do believe this symbol here translates as the word ‘eye,’ and this as ‘power’ . . .” He ran his hand farther down the wall. “But wait, there’s something else. It’s mostly worn away—could it say something about water . . . ?” 

At that, Dastan’s eyes lit up and an image materialized in his mind. A fierce, powerful image. A beastly, fire-breathing image. “The dragon!” 
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Chapter Twenty


“Dragon?” Ardu echoed, sounding as if he thought Dastan had lost his mind. 

Dastan smiled, leaning back against one of the ancient, crumbling walls. “Haxam’s earlier translations mentioned the flame being guarded by an invisible dragon, remember?” 

Haxam nodded. “That’s right. It’s mentioned right up here.” He touched another section of the inscription. 

“I remember you saying as much,” Cyra told Dastan. “But what of it? There’s no such thing as an invisible dragon.” 

“But I saw one.” Dastan was enjoying the confused looks on their faces. “earlier today, in fact.” 

He told them about the moment when he’d been forced to hide in the reflecting pool. The mention of water had reminded him, and then he realized that the dragon he’d seen outlined in the tiles at the bottom of the pool could be considered “invisible.” 

“‘Push through the eye of the symbol of greatest natural power,’” Ardu quoted. “I guess that could be talking about a dragon—the most powerful creature in all of nature.” 

“The flame must be hidden beneath that fountain,” Cyra guessed. “But how are we supposed to get to it? we can’t exactly wander in and start digging.” 

Haxam nodded. “At least not in the midst of the prince’s birthday celebration. Perhaps we could wait until the royal family travels out of the city, then sneak in posing as gardeners or—” 

“I don’t want to wait that long,” Ardu broke in. He kicked a stone, bouncing it off the inscription. “we don’t know how long we have before Vindarna or those Huns figure it out, too.” He shot Haxam a suspicious look. “If they haven’t already.” 

“Well, what do you propose we do?” Cyra challenged him. “Shall we demand an audience with the king and ask to dig up his gardens?” 

Ardu shrugged. “I don’t know. But we’ve come this far. Surely Dastan can figure out a plan now.” 

All three turned to Dastan. He wasn’t sure what to say for a moment. Since when did they all have such confidence in him? It was a strange feeling to have others look to him for answers. 

Still, he had to agree that it would be difficult to wait now that they were so close. He had so much evidence proving the Torch and flame’s existence that he had come to believe the tales. And suddenly the union of the Torch and its flame—and more important, who would wield it—truly did seem to be the most important matter in the world. 

Dastan decided not to answer right away. He needed time to think about it. “we’d better go if we want to make it to Nasaf before nightfall,” he finally said. 


* * *


The sun was setting and the sky glowing red by the time the city walls came into view on the horizon. By then Dastan was hungry, thirsty, exhausted, and so weary of riding he would gladly have never set eyes on a horse again. Still, he forced the others to stop while they were still a good distance away from the city’s gates. 

“We can’t just ride in like normal travelers,” he pointed out. “even if the palace guards have given up by now, the Huns might have someone there watching for us.” 

“I doubt the guards have given up,” Haxam said. “They won’t take the loss of four of the king’s horses lightly.” 

Cyra slid down from her mount’s back. “we can let the horses go right here. They’ll find their way home on their own.” 

“Good idea.” Dastan dismounted as well, then let his horse go with a slap on its rump. The others followed suit with their horses. 

The horses instantly took off for the city gates, galloping and bucking as they went. within seconds, a cry went up from the guards there. 

“Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea,” Dastan said. “Now they’ll know we’re nearby.” 

“Unless they think we fell off and killed ourselves and our bodies are lying out in the desert being picked clean by buzzards,” Ardu said hopefully. 

Dastan was already hurrying toward the only thing breaking up the flat desert sand nearby, a large cluster of boulders. 

“We’d better hide and figure out what to do.” 

As soon as he rounded the rock formation, he saw movement in the distance. Squinting against the dimming light, he realized what it was. 

“A caravan’s coming,” he told the others, who had followed him. 

Cyra was peering around the rocks at the city gate. “It looks like a couple of the guards intend to ride our horses back out to look for us,” she reported. Then she winced. “ouch. That chestnut stallion Dastan was riding must have decided he’s had enough for today. He just bucked the guard off.” 

Ardu joined her to look, too. “Now the other guards are pointing and laughing. Perhaps soon they’ll be so busy fighting each other that they’ll forget about us!” 

Dastan was only half listening. He was watching the caravan, which was approaching at a steady pace. It consisted of more than a dozen camels loaded down with packs as well as at least two dozen people walking alongside. As they drew closer, Dastan could see that the entire group looked exhausted. The humans’ faces and clothes were encrusted with sand, as were the camels’ coats. 

“Looks as if they ran into a sandstorm out there,” Dastan murmured. He bent and let a fistful of sand run through his fingers. Then he stood and strode over to the others. “Hurry,” he said. “we need to be ready when they get here.” 

“When who gets where?” Ardu said. 

Dastan spit on his hands, then rubbed his face with them. Bending down, he grabbed more sand. 

He patted it onto his cheeks and forehead so it stuck to the spit. Then he started rubbing more sand into his hair and clothes. 

“You’d better do the same,” he told the others. “we need to blend in with that caravan.” 

Haxam and Ardu caught on immediately, but Cyra looked dismayed. “Aren’t we sandy enough after our long ride?” she asked. 

Dastan looked up from rubbing his bare arms in the sand. “Look, I know you’re not really accustomed to—” he began impatiently. Then he cut himself off and shot a look at Haxam and Ardu, realizing he’d almost given away her secret in front of them. “Just do it,” he said. “we can’t take any chances.” 

Soon the caravan was almost upon them. Dust thrown up by the flat feet of the camels swirled in a haze around the boulders. That made it easy for Dastan and the others to dart out and melt into the group. 

A weary-looking member of the caravan gave Dastan a strange look when he appeared beside him. “It’s been a long journey, hasn’t it?” Dastan said conversationally. “I’ll be glad to reach Nasaf at last.” 

The man shrugged. Then he lifted his pack higher on his shoulder and hurried on. 

Dastan held his breath as they reached the gate. He had made his way so far into the middle of the group that he was nearly walking under a camel’s belly. 

He peered beneath the camel and spotted the chestnut stallion, who was rearing up and striking at the guard who had him by the reins. Most of the other guards were watching the battle with interest. 

One glanced over at the new arrivals. “where do you come from?” he called to the men at the head of the caravan. 

“We are merchants coming from Samarkand,” one of the men replied. 

There was more, but Dastan didn’t hear it. He’d just frozen with fear at the sight of several Hun soldiers. They hadn’t been visible from out in the desert. But now he could see them lounging just inside the gates. 

The Huns barely looked up as the guards waved the caravan through. But Dastan didn’t breathe easily until he had slipped away from the caravan once he was inside the city. 

“Now what?” Ardu asked, staring up at the palace walls. 

He, Dastan, Cyra, and Haxam had made their way to the palace, pausing just long enough at a public well to wash off most of the sand. The entire city had a festive feel thanks to the prince’s birthday, so nobody paid them any mind as they made their way to the side wall. It rose above them in the lowering darkness. 

“Should we try that delivery entrance again?” Cyra suggested. 

“No,” Dastan said. “They know that’s how we got in last time. It will be much better guarded now.” 

“Almost everybody is out front watching the parades and such.” Ardu shot a look up and down the street. “we could climb the wall again.” 

Cyra nodded, but Haxam groaned. “Not me,” he said in a weary voice. “But you three should go on. The desert journey has taken too much out of me. I need to rest.” 

“Are you sure?” once more, Dastan wondered if this was part of some ruse. was the old man setting them up to be caught? 

Ardu was already stretching for the first foothold in the wall. “Come on!” he called over his shoulder. “we should go now while there’s nobody around to see us.” 

Dastan shot Haxam one more look, then turned away. “Let’s climb.” 

Haxam put a hand on his arm. “Just promise me you’ll let me know what happens,” he said. “Although I already know in my heart that you’ll do it, my boy. I know you’ll find the flame.” 

Dastan gave him a tight smile, then turned to climb after the others. 

By the time they neared the window they’d entered before, Cyra had overtaken Ardu. She disappeared inside first. Ardu followed a moment later. 

Dastan had made up some ground after his late start. But he was still several yards below the window when he heard a shout of warning from below. A second later something “pinged” off the brick inches from his face. 

An arrow! 
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Chapter Twenty-One


Glancing down, Dastan spotted a Hun guard rushing down the street, eyes on him as he notched another arrow in his bow. Dastan scrambled upward, grabbing for another handhold. But even as he did, he knew it was too late. when his foot almost slipped, he stopped to catch himself, and a strange calm came over him. He just hung there for a moment on the broad, flat wall, feeling like an insect about to be swatted. Unless the Hun was the world’s worst shot, the next arrow would surely find its mark. And there was nothing Dastan could do about it. He was far too high to jump down. He’d never reach the window in time. . . . 

Glancing up, he saw Ardu peering down at him. Suddenly he felt a flash of hope. 

“Throw something at him!” he called. “Try your trick!” 

Ardu didn’t move. He was staring down at the Hun, his expression blank. 

Dastan gritted his teeth, his hope fading. He guessed that Ardu was frozen with fear and indecision and unable to act. 

Wriggling in place, Dastan secured his grip enough to turn his head and look downward. He watched as the Hun skidded to a stop directly below and raised his bow. At least Dastan was determined to die with courage—he was about to watch the arrow wing toward him. 

The next few seconds seemed to happen in slow motion. The Hun sighted along the arrow and let it fly with a grunt of triumph. But the arrow had barely parted from the bowstring. He was doomed—until someone stepped directly in front of it! 

Dastan was so surprised he almost lost his hold on the wall. “Haxam!” he screamed as the old man’s body twisted and crashed to the ground, the arrow embedded in his chest. 

The Hun was staring down at Haxam in surprise. Haxam rolled over and clambered to his feet, blood seeping out around the arrow to stain his clothes as he gazed up at Dastan. 

“Go!” the old man said with a gasp, his weak voice hardly carrying up the wall. “Hurry! Find the flame, Dastan! I know you are worthy of the power of the Torch.” 

Then Haxam turned and flung himself onto the startled Hun, knocking him over. The Hun cried out and struggled to push him away. But Haxam didn’t move. Nor would he ever move again. 

Emotions flooded through Dastan as he looked on Haxam’s lifeless body. Shock. Guilt for mistrusting Haxam, even to the end. Sorrow. This was the second friend he’d lost in as many days. 

But he pushed it all aside. He didn’t want the old man’s death, or Javed’s, to have been in vain. Scurrying up the wall, Dastan threw himself in through the window and ducked as another arrow flew in, bouncing harmlessly off the wall. 

The others were at the doorway peering out. Ardu spun around when he heard Dastan. “You made it!” he blurted out, sounding shocked. Then he hurried over and clapped Dastan on the back. “what a relief! I was afraid. . . . well, never mind.” 

Cyra glanced back at them. “what are you two doing back there?” she hissed. “Hurry, I think the coast is clear.” 

Deciding not to tell them about Haxam right now, Dastan hurried to the door. “Let’s head for the back wall,” he said. “we can find a window and climb down into the garden from there so we don’t have to go downstairs where everyone is celebrating.” 

“I have a better idea,” Ardu said. “Do you remember the way to the Huns’ quarters?” 

“I suppose so. It was off to the right, and then down a flight of steps. why?” 

“We should go there first,” Ardu said, already heading in the direction Dastan had indicated, “for the Torch.” 

Dastan hurried after him, hardly believing his own ears. “Are you crazy? we’ll be lucky if we can find the flame and get out again alive. right now we need to go outside and find a hiding place in the garden before that Hun outside raises the alarm.” 

“What Hun?” Cyra asked as she caught up to them in the next room. 

“What good is the flame without the Torch?” Ardu argued, ignoring Cyra. 

“What difference does it make?” Dastan countered. “The important thing is to keep them apart, just in case this legend is true. Too much blood has already been spilled over this artifact.” 

Ardu peered out through another doorway to check for guards. “But we have no way of carrying the flame out of here without the Torch.” 

Dastan spotted an unlit torch hanging from the wall of the room they were passing through. He darted over and grabbed it. “Now we do. Come, I think the back wall is off to the left.” 

But Ardu had already disappeared through the next doorway straight ahead. By the time Dastan and Cyra caught up to him, he was standing in front of another arch. “which way after this?” he asked Dastan. 

Dastan grabbed him by the shoulder, forcing him to turn and face him. “Listen,” he said. “This isn’t a game. Those Huns know we’re here now, and they’ll stop at nothing to capture or kill us.” 

“Afraid of a few Huns?” Ardu said with a slight smirk. “Hmm, I wouldn’t have expected that from the king of the rooftops.” 

Dastan frowned. “what’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Shut up, both of you.” Cyra looked anxious. “If you keep arguing, someone will hear.” 

“So what’s it going to be?” Ardu stared at Dastan. “Are we going to run like frightened mice before a cat? or are we going to go get that Torch—and see if it might bring back your friend Javed?” 

Dastan felt a lump of anxiety in his throat. “That was just a thought. There’s no way of knowing that such a thing is even possible,” he said, his voice breaking slightly. 

“There’s no way of knowing it’s not,” Ardu countered. “Besides, are you really going to let those rotten Huns beat you? The people who murdered Javed? I must admit I thought better of you.” 

“Ardu . . .” Cyra began. 

But Dastan had never been able to resist a challenge. “Fine,” he blurted out. “we’ll try it your way. we’re almost there anyhow.” He shot a look ahead. “Though I expect we’ll find the Torch well guarded.” 

Just then a shout rose from a couple of rooms away. Another shout answered it, sounding even closer. 

“Guards,” Cyra guessed. “Hurry!” 

“This way.” Dastan pushed past Ardu and led the way through the next room. 

Soon they were tiptoeing toward the Huns’ quarters. Dastan paused and held up a hand for silence as he reached the last doorway. 

Peering through, he spotted the Torch right away. It was standing atop the table in the center of the main room. Surprisingly, only two Hun guards were visible near it. one was standing by the table twirling an arrow in one hand and looking bored. The other was slumped on a bench at the far end of the room, fast asleep and snoring. 

Dastan’s heart beat faster as he stared at the Torch. Before he could formulate a plan, Ardu pushed past him. Then Ardu leaped at the first guard and grabbed a solid vase from a pedestal above his head. And then, with a grunt of triumph, Ardu jumped onto the surprised guard’s shoulders and knocked him out cold. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two


“Get the Torch!” Ardu called out. 

The second guard had awakened with a start and jumped to his feet. He leaped across the room toward Ardu, sword at the ready. 

“Look out!” Dastan shouted. 

Ardu ducked, barely escaping the second guard’s blow. Dastan ran into the room, grabbed a large clay jar off another table, and flung it at the Hun. 

“Oof!” The guard grunted, toppling forward as the jar shattered against his head. He hit the floor hard and lay still. 

Ardu grabbed a dagger off the first Hun, then rushed toward the second Hun, clutching the knife. realizing what Ardu was planning, Dastan lunged after him and grabbed him by the clothes. 

“No!” he hissed. 

“But they’re still alive,” Ardu exclaimed. 

“And we’re going to leave them that way.” Dastan grabbed the Torch. It felt surprisingly heavy in his hand. He tucked it firmly into his waistband. “we’ve got what we came for. Now let’s go.” 

Ardu looked ready to argue. But Cyra, who had hurried over to peer out one of the doorways, let out a shout of warning. 

“Someone’s coming!” she cried. 

As they raced out of the room, Dastan could hear numerous voices and footsteps, seemingly from every direction. “This way!” he yelled, sprinting for the closest exit. The heavy torch at his waist felt awkward but hardly slowed him down. 

When he dashed into the next room, he saw guards pouring in through the doorway on the far side. “There they are!” one of the guards shouted. 

Spinning around, Dastan took off for another doorway, hoping his friends would be quick enough to follow—and that there wouldn’t be another pack of guards on the other side. That doorway opened to a stairwell leading downstairs. Dastan took the steps three or four at a time; he was quickly followed by the others. 

When he paused at the bottom, Dastan could already hear the guards tromping down the stairs. “which way?” Cyra panted into his ear. 

“We need to get to the garden.” Dastan pointed. “I think that’s this way.” 

They rushed into the next room. It appeared to be some kind of reception area. Guests were chatting in small groups or reclining on lounges, dressed in the finest clothes of several different lands. They all looked up in surprise as the three dusty, ragged-looking young people raced through. 

Dastan put on a burst of speed as he recognized the large arched doorway up ahead. He was pretty sure it led into an enormous ballroom they’d been in before, the one with the arched corridor leading out onto the portico overlooking the gardens. 

He was right. But he slid to a stop when he saw that this time, the ballroom was occupied. Servants had set up several long tables, which sagged with a huge amount of food and drink. More servants were carrying loaded trays to refresh the tables as the guests enjoyed a sumptuous feast. 

“Don’t stop,” Ardu urged, giving Dastan a shove. 

Dastan realized he was right. More voices were rising behind them now; it was beginning to sound as if half the palace was after them. Besides that, several people in the ballroom had already noticed the group’s arrival and were calling out with alarm. 

There was a table directly in front of them. Dastan raced toward it, leaping over it in one clean bound. But the extra weight of the Torch threw him off balance. His foot dragged through a vat of thick meat stew, making him skid when he landed. 

“Oof!” he blurted out as he slid right into the legs of a distinguished-looking Arab man. 

“Hey!” the Arab cried as he felt his legs slide out from under him. His arms flailed, but he couldn’t catch himself. He landed elbows first in a dish of lentils. 

“Sorry,” Dastan called as he jumped to his feet, touching the smooth, cool surface of the Torch to make sure it was still there. 

Ardu and Cyra were already over the table and running across the room. He caught up to them as they reached another table. Cyra planted her hands on the edge, vaulting over. 

“Stop, thieves!” someone howled from behind them. 

Shooting a look back, Dastan saw several Hun guards rush in. with them was the younger Hun prince. 

By now some of the soldiers standing guard around the room had burst into action. one came hurtling straight toward Dastan, sneering from behind his spear. 

Dastan cried out and searched for any weapon he could find. His fingers closed on a pomegranate. He threw it at the soldier, hitting him square in the face. The pomegranate exploded all over him, spraying his face with red juice. 

The soldier yelped and threw up his arms, causing several guests to shriek and jump aside to avoid the flailing spear. Dastan grabbed two more pomegranates and tossed them as well. 

Then he turned and ran. 

Just ahead, Cyra was hurling sugared walnuts at an approaching guard. But that wasn’t stopping him; he merely swatted the nuts away like flies. 

Dastan grabbed a platter of rice and raced forward. He sent the platter skidding along the floor toward the guard, causing its contents to fly up and hit him. 

“Run!” Dastan yelled, pushing Cyra on. 

She did, dashing toward the nearest archway. Ardu was already almost there. A few guards were running toward them, but Dastan could see that his friends were well ahead of them. He jumped over the last table to catch up to them. But just as he landed, someone leaped out and blocked his way. 

“Now I’ve got you!” a voice with a familiar accent exclaimed. 

Dastan found himself staring into the arrogant face of the older Hun prince. The prince stood with his sword at the ready, his eyes glittering with triumph. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three


“I knew it had to be you who stole our Torch,” he hissed. “If you return it right now, perhaps I won’t have my guards beat you into a pulp before roasting you for dinner. Perhaps.” 

He held out his hand. Dastan glanced past him and saw that his friends had disappeared through the arches. 

“I suppose I have no choice,” he said, pulling the Torch out of his belt. The prince’s smirk grew as he reached for it. 

Dastan swung the Torch like a weapon, knocking the prince’s sword aside. Almost before the cry of dismay had left the Hun’s lips, Dastan had jumped up, pushing off on the prince’s shoulder to vault over him. Landing on his feet, he raced for the door. 

Dastan burst out onto the portico, which was almost as bright as day thanks to dozens of torches, and found Cyra and Ardu waiting for him. “oh!” Cyra cried with relief. “I thought you—” 

“Never mind,” Dastan interrupted. “Just run!” 

They dashed down the steps and into the darkened garden, hearing the cries of their pursuers behind them. Dastan led the way into a grove of trees, not daring to look back. For the next few minutes it was all he could do to keep from tripping over a root or crashing into a tree trunk in the near darkness. They had a jump on the guards, but he wasn’t sure how long the advantage would last. especially since he could ear more and more voices in the distance, and even the baying of a dog . . . 

“Let’s look for a spot to climb the wall,” he called as he zigzagged through the forest and shot out into a large flower bed. “we have the Torch now, which means it’s out of Hun hands. That’s enough.” 

“No!” Ardu called back. “we need to find the flame. It’s the only way we’ll ever get out of here alive. once we’ve found it, none of this will matter. The king and all the rest will be helpless before its power.” 

Dastan hesitated. If the Torch was all it was said to be, Ardu was right. Finding the flame might be the only hope they had of escaping. But the whole idea made him uneasy. Besides, he could already hear the guards coming behind them. There just wasn’t enough time. . . . 

“We have to get out,” he insisted, skidding to a stop and glancing around. “where’s Cyra?” 

Ardu looked around, too. “I don’t know,” he said. “She passed me a while ago, so I thought she was up here with you.” 

Dastan’s heart thudded with panic. “we can’t leave without her.” 

Just then there was a commotion somewhere ahead. A second later the trees on the far side of the flower bed bent over—and an elephant charged out, trampling the blooms beneath its enormous feet! Several horses followed, their eyes rolling as they dodged around the elephant and scattered in all different directions. Then a few more elephants lumbered into view, accompanied by at least a dozen additional horses. Behind them all was a small form cracking a long whip over her head. 

“Cyra!” Dastan exclaimed. 

“Come on!” Cyra yelled, racing over and grabbing onto one of the elephants’ trunks. “It’s the only way we’ll get to the flame!” 
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Dastan hesitated for only a second. Then he raced forward and grabbed another of the elephants, hanging onto its thick, flexible trunk. Nearby, Ardu did the same. 

Unfortunately, Dastan soon discovered that he had no control at all over where the elephant chose to go. It charged across the flower beds and into the woods, nearly scraping him off some prickly branches. Another elephant trumpeted loudly somewhere ahead, and Dastan’s elephant tried to lift its own trunk to answer, again almost tossing him off. 

“Hey!” Dastan cried, holding on for dear life. even in the darkness, he could see the beast’s eye rolling toward him, looking vaguely irritated. 

Somehow, though, Dastan managed to hold on as his elephant rampaged on through the gardens with the rest of the herd. Now and then they came across small groups of guards, who always fell back before the stampede. 

Eventually Dastan’s elephant burst out onto the lawn just behind the palace. It was only then that the massive creature slowed down. 

Dastan let go of the trunk, feeling a little dizzy after the wild ride, and looked around. Dozens of guards were milling about, some hurrying off into the darkened gardens while others attempted to catch the horses grazing on the lawn. At least half the birthday guests had spilled out onto the well-lighted portico to watch. Among them Dastan spotted the two Hun princes. 

As if attracted by his glance, the older prince turned his head at that moment and stared straight at him. “There!” he yelled, pointing. “Look—by that elephant!” 

A dozen bows flew up; a dozen arrows were quickly notched. Dastan ran for the closest patch of trees, dodging a horse or two. But he could already almost feel the sensation of multiple arrows piercing his skin, his eyes, his heart. . . . 

“Stop!” a commanding voice called out. “Don’t shoot, by order of the king!” 

A loud murmur went up, and all eyes turned toward a second-story window overlooking the garden. even Dastan slowed to look, squinting at the shadowy figure silhouetted against the light. Could that really be king Sharaman himself? 

The guards certainly seemed to think so. None of them loosed a single arrow. 

“But sire!” someone called out. “The trespassers—” 

“A few children are hardly worth the risk of injury to my beloved animals,” the king responded. “Hold your weapons until the stable hands have rounded them up.” 

That seemed to be enough for the palace guards. They all lowered their bows. 

But the older Hun prince let out a strangled cry of frustration. Jumping toward the nearest guard, he wrested the bow and arrow from his hands. 

“I won’t miss this shot!” he cried, drawing back the bowstring. 

Dastan heard the whistle of the approaching arrow just in time. He flung himself to one side, and the arrow thudded harmlessly into the trunk of a tree. 

“Who dared defy me?” the king yelled from above. 

But there was no need. Several guards had already tackled the young Hun prince. 

Dastan allowed himself a tiny smile. Then he raced off into the darkness, hoping his friends had escaped as well. 

He caught up to them both in the trees beyond the lawn. “You made it!” Cyra cried, throwing both arms around him. “when we heard all the commotion, we feared the worst.” 

“Yeah. You should’ve dropped off before your elephant ran all the way back to the palace.” Ardu sounded distracted. “Now where’s this dragon pool of yours?” 

Dastan hesitated, wondering if they should still try to escape over the wall. But he realized the guards would be expecting that. Maybe Ardu was right. Maybe it was better to do what they’d come to do—what he had come to do, which was something none of the others expected. 

He led the way toward the rose pool, which took a while. They had to hide from passing teams of guards, plus it was difficult to recognize any landmarks in the darkness. But finally the moon rose through the trees overhead, and then Dastan was able to see the huge twin cypresses that marked the entrance to the rose alley. Moments later the three of them were staring down into the calm water, and Dastan had his eye on exactly what he’d come here for. 

“Where’s the dragon?” Cyra asked, peering in. 

“It’s in there,” Dastan said, leaning closer. Then he quickly jumped in and before he did anything else, he grabbed Javed’s coin necklace and held it close. He had done what he had come to do all along, though he hadn’t told the others that retrieving the necklace was his main priority. Now, to repay them for their help, he would assist them in their own quest. He splashed along through the waist-high water to the center of the pool, then smiled with relief as a tiny jeweled eye caught the moonlight and gleamed up at him. 

“Here it is,” he said. 

Ardu shot a nervous look over his shoulder. The sound of voices was coming from the other side of the rose hedge. “Now what?” 

Dastan thought he knew, but he didn’t say a word. If he was right, the others would see in a moment. If he was wrong, then it wouldn’t matter—the guards would be upon them any second now. 

Taking a deep breath, he ducked his head under the cool water. reaching down, he pressed firmly on the dragon’s jeweled eye. 

KRRRRRK! The entire pool shuddered. Dastan pushed himself back and grabbed the edge of the pool as the entire floor slid aside, and the water rushed downward into a deep chasm. 

“Come on!” Ardu cried, leaping over the edge. “Get the flame!” 

Dastan saw that his friend was rushing down a damp stone staircase leading into the darkness of the pit. He took a step down. 

“Coming?” he asked, glancing up at Cyra. 

She stared into the pit for a second, her eyes huge. Then she glanced off toward the sound of the approaching voices. 

“Coming,” she said. 

They hurried down the steps after Ardu. Dastan’s heart felt as if it were beating twice as fast as usual. 

The Torch of Atar was real. was the flame? Any moment now, Dastan would know. 

Ideas swirled through his head, tumbling over one another almost before he could grasp them. Thoughts of revenge against the Huns who had killed Javed. Thoughts of Javed himself, alive and smiling once again. Thoughts of immeasurable wealth, the palace’s riches all belonging only to him. Thoughts of never being called street trash ever again . . . 

“No,” he muttered under his breath. If he gave in to the fantasy he would falter and never even get to the flame—if it even existed. He would not believe in the Torch’s power until he had it in his hands. If he was lucky, the possession of the fully functional Torch might allow him and his friends to escape the palace. But that was the most he would accept. once they were out, he would have to find a new hiding place, one neither Vindarna nor the Huns would ever find. Perhaps he would ask the lepers for help. 

He forgot about all that as he finally reached the bottom of the staircase and found himself in a narrow tunnel. It was dark, damp, and cold, but a warm glow came from somewhere nearby. Dastan hurried around the corner, nearly bumping into Ardu and Cyra, who were staring awestruck at something just ahead. 

And now Dastan saw it, too. The flame. It was hanging in midair, burning with an unearthly glow. Blinding. Its light filled the tunnel, but Dastan could feel no heat from it. 

Ardu was staring at the flame with his mouth agape. Cyra looked equally stunned. For a moment, all Dastan could do was stare as well, knowing they were in the presence of something beyond human understanding. 

Then a howl rang out behind them. Snapping out of his stupor, Dastan looked around the corner just in time to see several Hun guards drop into the tunnel. 

“There he is!” one cried, spotting Dastan. 

Dastan ducked back into the room with the flame. 

“Huns,” he said. “They’re here.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Five


“Go!” Cyra cried out. “Light the Torch!” 

Dastan pulled the Torch out of his waistband. Clutching it tightly, he stepped forward, staring at the flame. 

He thought briefly of Javed, of Haxam. Then, hearing Cyra squeal and Ardu curse as the Huns burst into the room, Dastan took a deep breath and touched Torch to flame. 

A surge of power jolted through him. It was like nothing he’d ever felt—a hundred thousand times stronger than the crackle of lightning in the air when storms raged in the desert skies. The Torch flared, the flame sputtering and growing. 

He turned and saw that the Huns had fallen back and were staring at the Torch, seemingly transfixed. Ardu and Cyra both looked awed and a little frightened. 

“We’ve got it!” Ardu cried. “Now come on, let’s get up there and kick all those people out of our palace!” 

Dastan shook his head, his hand trembling as the power surged around and through him. “The Torch isn’t meant for that,” he said. “we did what we came for, and now we’ve got to finish the task. we will return to the leper colony. Haxam trusted those people; perhaps they can help us figure out how to hide the Torch where no man will ever find it again.” 

Cyra nodded, but Ardu looked confused. “what?” he exclaimed. 

“It’s far too powerful for any human to possess.” Dastan glanced at the flame and had to avert his eyes almost immediately. “That’s why those ancient Magi separated the Torch from its flame. They were right. I understand that now.” 

“Let’s not be hasty, friend,” Ardu said. “Think of all we went through to get this power. Not to mention all the people who have kicked us aside like common trash. Imagine the life we could have with the help of power like the Torch’s.” 

Dastan just shook his head again. “we can’t,” he said simply. “It is not ours to take. It belongs to another world.” 

“But what about Javed?” Ardu said urgently. “why not at least see if the Torch can bring him back?” 

Dastan hesitated, tempted again for a moment. To have his best friend back, the only person he’d ever been able to fully trust . . . 

At that moment he felt an intense burning sensation in the hand holding the Torch. That brought him back to reality. Javed was gone. There was no changing that fact; it was the way of things. The Torch helped him to understand that, though the pain within his heart was as raw as ever. 

“No,” he said firmly as the Torch’s handle cooled in his hand. “It’s too dangerous. And I know Javed wouldn’t want me to risk our own lives to restore his.” 

Once again, Cyra was nodding. But Ardu’s face twisted into an expression of disgust. 

“Aargh!” he cried, leaping forward and giving Dastan a hard shove. At the same time, he grabbed the Torch out of his hand. 

WHUMP! 

Before Dastan or Cyra could react, the flame expanded and a blinding light filled the chamber. Dastan shielded his eyes, but the flame burned so brightly that there was no way to shut it out. It was as if they were swimming in a sea of white-hot fire. 

Suddenly, just as quickly, the whole tunnel went black. Dastan blinked, desperately trying to adjust his eyes to the total darkness. 

And then Dastan blacked out. 

Dastan was not sure how long he had been unconscious, and he could not remember all the details of what had just transpired. He was not even sure where he was. He remembered a torch and a flame, but neither seemed to be there anymore. 

Just then, someone grabbed Dastan’s other hand. For one dizzy moment he thought it was Ardu, but then an unfamiliar voice hissed into his ear: “This way,” it ordered. 

Seeing no other choice, Dastan allowed himself to be dragged farther down the dark tunnel, pulling Cyra along with him. They were soon out of range of the meager light seeping down the stairway, and Dastan couldn’t see a thing. But whoever had grabbed him moved fast, taking twists and turns as confidently as if traveling in broad daylight. Voices from behind Dastan dropped back quickly; whoever was left in the chamber must have been having trouble finding their way in the dark. 

It was difficult to keep track of time or distance in the total blackness. Dastan stumbled along, hearing only Cyra’s weary panting and his own heart beating. 

Then he sensed a faint light somewhere ahead. He kept his eyes focused that way, and nearly gasped with relief when he saw the outline of a doorway. when he stumbled out through it, the first thing he saw was that he was on a small, lightly traveled Nasaf street he recognized, one far outside the palace walls. 

The second thing he saw was the identity of his rescuer. His jaw dropped as he took in the tall, lean figure. 

“You look surprised to see me, boy,” Vindarna said with a half smile. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Dastan knelt on a rocky ledge clutching Javed’s lucky coin. Farzaneh and her helpers had done their job well, washing Javed’s body, encasing it in wax, and laying it to rest in a pauper’s grave site cut into the side of a high sandstone cliff in the desert near the city. The rough oblong cutouts were far less grand than those where kings and other powerful people were laid to rest in Avrat. But what did the grandeur of their surroundings matter to the dead? 

Dastan closed his eyes and thought about his friend. Javed had always been so full of life, and now he was lying still and silent for eternity. For a second, the image of the Torch danced through Dastan’s mind and he wondered . . . 

But no. He had decided that whatever the Torch was, it was not magic. He believed he had blacked out because a Hun had attacked him when the room went bright—and he had decided that was the result of a special oil, or some sort of explosive. Magic was for fools. He only had time for real life and survival. 

Dastan opened his eyes. reaching into the cool, musty interior of the open grave, he placed the coin atop Javed’s body, pressing it firmly into the wax. 

“Farewell, my friend,” he whispered. 

Then he stood and backed away, not looking into the grave site again. Instead he turned and swung down the face of the cliff. 

Cyra was waiting at the base, standing in the shade of an outcropping. “All finished?” she asked softly. 

Dastan nodded. “Thanks for coming along. I know you are eager to depart.” 

“I am. But I’ll miss you.” She smiled, then glanced over to check on the horse dozing in the shade from a single gnarled tree nearby. 

Dastan felt another pang of loss and loneliness, even though Cyra hadn’t even left yet. He would miss her, too, though he couldn’t blame her for going. Their adventures had reminded her how much she missed her true home. She had decided to go back and make amends with her father and the rest of the family. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” she asked now, squinting up at him. “My parents can always use another stable hand.” 

Dastan hesitated, tempted for a moment. But then he shook his head, just as he’d done every other time she’d asked. 

“Your home is with your family, but my home is here on the streets, even if I have no family.” He glanced at Nasaf’s walls rising out of the desert nearby. His gaze shifted upward, searching for Javed’s grave opening. However, it blended in with the hundreds of others, and Dastan soon gave up. 

“What about Vindarna?” Cyra said. “Maybe he could be your family now.” 

Dastan grimaced. even after all that had happened, it was difficult to reconcile the frightening, mysterious figure of the powerful Magian with the man who’d rescued them. For a moment, looking upon Vindarna in that dark alley the night before, Dastan had feared that they’d escaped Huns and palace guards only to fall prey to an even more dangerous enemy. 

But he had been wrong, as Vindarna had soon explained. It turned out that the Magian’s life task was to study and protect the secrets of the Torch and its flame. 

When Ardu arrived in town seeking the Torch Vindarna had followed him closely. 

Vindarna explained that it hadn’t taken Ardu long to hear that Haxam was also seeking to reunite the Torch with its flame—the old man had hardly made a secret of his interest. Ardu had tailed him to his meeting with that old Chinese seer and eavesdropped on what he’d learned from him. Deciding that Haxam could help lead him to his goal, Ardu had followed him in secret, observing his encounter with Dastan. 

Cyra made a face. “Ardu had Dastan fooled, but I always knew there was something sneaky about him. You’re too trusting, I guess.” 

“Ardu may have had me fooled,” Dastan said, “but the Torch never did. Believe what you want, but from the little I remember about the chamber, nothing magical happened. To me, to you, to Ardu . . .” 

“Then what happened to Ardu?” Cyra asked. “Vindarna says the Torch consumed him and then hid itself once more.” 

Vindarna nodded in agreement. 

“No such thing. Ardu clearly left with both the Torch and its useless flame after I blacked out. He might have even been the one who clocked us. I’ll bet he’s running through the desert with it now— hoping it will work. Fool,” Dastan said. 

“Do you suppose the Torch is really gone for good?” Cyra asked as she walked toward her horse. 

“I do not know, nor care,” Dastan said sincerely, as he walked beside Cyra. 

They reached the horse, a pretty black mare that Vindarna had procured. Cyra gave the mare a pat, then untied her. 

“I hope you’ll be careful until the Huns leave town,” she said. 

Dastan nodded. He was definitely planning to lie low for a while. After that, he expected life to go back to normal. or at least as normal as it could be without Javed. 

Cyra mounted the mare and gathered up the reins. Then she glanced down at Dastan, looking sad and excited at the same time. 

“I need to go if I want to be on time to meet that caravan heading for Sardis,” she said. “I hope to see you again someday, Dastan.” 

He just smiled and raised one hand in farewell. Then he stepped back as she kicked the mare into a trot, heading toward the line of camels and horses that had just started straggling out into the desert from the city gates. 

Dastan followed on foot, taking advantage of the commotion of the departing caravan to slip back into the city without being noticed by the guards. He hurried down an alley, then grabbed the edge of a low-hanging gutter and swung up onto the nearest rooftop. 

He ran up to the peak of the roof and stood there a moment beneath the hot midday sun, surveying the sprawling city below him: the cluttered streets, the city gate, the filthy refuse pile, the king’s palace. . . . 

Yes, this was his home. 

For better or for worse. 
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