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  • Prologue •


  


  Child


  


  



  
    

  


  
    THE SKIES SHRIEKED.
  


  
    Overhead, a storm of black energies shot out tendrils that reached forth and attached themselves to the first structure they encountered. The sound generated was almost as terrifying as the sight of everything they touched collapsing into rubble.
  


  
    The inhabitants of the city fled in abject terror, ignoring the plight of others, even family or close friends. Above the onrushing tide of darkness loomed a figure, a thing of such massive size and monstrosity that it lay beyond comprehension.
  


  
    The remaining King’s Guardians did what they could to oppose the Darkness: but there was little they could achieve against such madness. A female fled through the streets amidst the trampling throng. Fearful of what she might see, she chanced a quick glance behind her and clutched her child to her chest.
  


  
    Other city residents huddled in doorways, given over to despair, waiting the inevitability of their own destruction, clinging weeping to one another, or staring towards the Centre, whence the Darkness was coming.
  


  
    From the Time Before Time legends about the Final End had persisted, but these stories were seen as nothing more than metaphors, cautionary tales with which the Elders might teach children so they could contribute usefully to the People during this particular Endurance.
  


  
    It was said that some Elders had repeated the Endurance so many times that they remembered bits and pieces of previous incarnations and had begun to piece together the plan of everything in the world. It was even whispered that some had ventured into the realms of madness— known as the “Other Places” or “the Outside”— or even to the edge of the Void, and returned, but few credited such reports as anything other than tall tales.
  


  
    The People rejoiced in their Existence and their Endurance, and when their personal end came they knew it was no more than an interruption of the Eternal Journey.
  


  
    But what they faced now was the Final End, the termination of the Eternal Journey, and no words existed to express the terror and anguish that assailed them.
  


  
    The female pushed through a knot of the People clustered at an intersection in the centre of the city’s Eastern Canton. Some had come to seek the Sunrise Gate but having come here did not seem to know what to do next.
  


  
    Nothing in the history of the People had prepared them for the Darkness.
  


  
    The mother looked down at her child, who clutched her robe with delicate claws, her black eyes enormous in the still-tiny face. “My child,” she whispered, and although the screams and cries from those surrounding them drowned out the sound, the child saw her mother’s lips move and understood. She smiled at her mother, showing rapidly growing fangs. Her baby skin had already sloughed off and her first set of scales were visible. If she could feed her, her mother thought, she would grow quickly and would be better able to flee.
  


  
    “But flee where?”
  


  
    East.
  


  
    Out of the gate to the Quartz Mountains and through the Valley of Flame, then on to the Kingdom’s boundary. It was rumoured that others had found safety in the Kingdom of Ma’har, to the south, where age-old enmities had been put aside in the face of the common terror.
  


  
    The mother elbowed her way through the press, sensing more than seeing that a fight had erupted to the north. Ancient per ceptions, buried under civilized training, rose to the surface to aid her and the child. Along with them rose ancient hungers, appetites for the flesh of something more substantial than the lesser animals the King had decreed would form their sustenance. Soon the People would become like the Mad Ones, struggling for survival by devouring one another. She sensed that several threats were converging, threats that would soon turn into feeding frenzies, and she knew that to be caught up in one of those would be her doom or the child’s, or both.
  


  
    She chanced a brief look back and as she had suspected, claws were being wielded and fangs were dripping blood. A feeding frenzy would soon sweep through this area of the city and even with her child’s life in the balance, she could easily be caught up in it. Neither of them had fed in a very long time.
  


  
    A few Guardians not detailed to delay the onslaught were quickly intervening, their flaming swords rising and falling, dispatching not only those involved in the nascent frenzy but also those unfortunate enough to be slow in departing.
  


  
    She turned and fled.
  


  
    Once, like so many who lived in the city, she had marvelled at the splendour of the King and his Guardians. They were magnificent in their armour, their terrible beauty a source of fear and breeding lust. It was forbidden for a Guardian to breed, but that didn’t still a young female’s desire when they flew by, their massive red wings unfurled, eyes blazing as they sought out any source of discord which might break the King’s peace.
  


  
    Now, she wondered how anyone could gaze back at the all-consuming Darkness and imagine any part of the realm enjoying the King’s peace.
  


  
    She hurried on to join a press of frightened citizens making their way through the Sunrise Gate, the eastern entrance to the King’s city. The jostling and bumping threatened to turn into fights, and fights would turn into frenzies. She felt her fear and rage rising. Glancing down at the child she found its eyes studying her face. It seemed to see more, know more, than a baby should.
  


  
    The streets running eastward were becoming ever more crowded as others sought to put as much distance between themselves and the coming Final End. She turned down a back alley, running past two males who appeared to be on the verge of conflict, the energy generated by one’s mounting rage acting like a beacon to others nearby. Within minutes another melee would erupt, drawing the attention of the Guardians; and then yet more lives would be lost.
  


  
    Part of her wondered, as she ducked around a corner, if there was any point in trying to maintain order in the face of the Final End anyway, especially now that the King was gone. Those Guardians left behind were attempting to keep the peace, but to what end?
  


  
    Everyone lived and died by the King’s edict: his word was law, which was how it was and always had been.
  


  
    Thus had the Kingdom of Dahun flourished through many Endurances, and Existence was as it should be. The People thrived, at peace with the other kingdoms, safe from the pre dations of the Savage Ones and the Mad Ones beyond.
  


  
    But now he was gone.
  


  
    She found herself assailed by a rising hopelessness, an alien emotion for which she had no name. Suddenly she wondered why she should go on, whether there was anything to gain by it. And then her child stirred against her, and she knew the answer.
  


  
    The child was hungry. And so was she.
  


  
    She spoke her own name, “Lair’ss,” as if she wished her child to remember it. So much left undone, she thought as she hurried on.
  


  
    With the King gone no one could say what would become of the People now that the Final End was approaching, but she was determined to see her child to safety or die trying.
  


  
    When she reached the wall, she saw the stairs to the ramparts were empty, so she climbed to get a better view of the gate. As she had feared, riots were underway everywhere as terrified people tried to leave, but the remaining Guardians at the gate held them back. No one could leave the city without the King’s writ; and the King was gone. She paused, fearful and undecided.
  


  
    She turned and looked down on the city of her birth: Das’taas. It had been a place of terrifying majesty, and although it was never truly at rest, it had gradually achieved a state of equipoise, a state almost approaching tranquillity. While the People would never be without their impulses towards bloody violence and destruction, the King and his Guardians had managed to keep it to a minimum, even though there were many with ancient memories which stretched back to the Time Before Time, when the People had lived like the Savages and the Mad Ones; when every individual had been spawned in the birth pits, creatures of frantic need and limited power. Strength had been earned and the price had been bloody. Child had eaten child and the victor had emerged stronger, smarter and more cunning. The subsequent battles were never-ending.
  


  
    Then Dahun had arisen, as had Maarg, Simote and others, each carving out their empires. Of all these rulers, Dahun had moved farthest from the madness and savagery that marked the People. But his most bitter enemy, Maarg, had been more like the Mad Ones during his rule. Dahun had instituted laws and created the Guardians and the majesty of the People had reached its highest expression, seeking to evolve them in a way unknown before. In the end, Maarg had created a realm in which the chaos of the Mad Ones had been contained, channelled, and used to build a meritocracy, in which merit was defined by strength, cunning, and the ability to recruit allies, vassals, and protectors.
  


  
    All this Lair’ss knew: her memories, and those of others, flowed through her as she looked at the city, trying to decide what she should do. She crouched to prevent her child and herself from being seen against the sky by those below. Where were the flyers? she wondered.
  


  
    The child stirred, hunger making her fractious. Lair’ss slapped her lightly, just enough to communicate danger but not hard enough to hurt and the child fell quiet instantly, understanding the warning.
  


  
    The role of parent was not natural to the People. Yet for generations Dahun had demanded pairs meet, mate, and then rear children. The days of crawling out of the birth pits were behind them and each parent was required to teach a child as well as provide for it. Letting the child die or giving in to rage and killing it brought harsh punishment. Like all of her clan and class, Lair’ss did not fully understand all she had been taught. She had spent most of her youth dreaming of murder and male mates until she had been paired with Dagri. Then she had learned a skill, becoming a mender of garments, working long hours in a room with other females.
  


  
    Each night she would return to her mate, but he had perished opposing the Final End that was now upon them. Now, she felt an unfamiliar pang at the thought of him; she hadn’t particularly liked Dagri when Dahun’s Masjester had paired them. Still, he had become familiar and the child seemed to find him agreeable. He had been a vassal of a rising servant of the King, and had gained rank and some prestige. He was young and powerful, and the matings had been fun and always rewarding. She had even felt some delight when giving him the news that she would bear a child, which had been an unexpectedly pleasant experience. She was not sure why, but she had found joy in knowing he wanted that child. Now she felt an emptiness inside her when she thought of Dagri. He had left with the King’s army to fight against Maarg, and neither the King nor Dagri had returned. She had often wondered what had happened. Had he died in battle surrounded by comrades and enemies? The image that came to her brought her both sadness and pride. Or was he lost in some distant land, with no way of returning? That image made her grieve.
  


  
    Yet despite everything coming to ruin around her, she still felt it was her duty to Dagri to care for his child. She glanced down at it now, large enough that its weight was a burden on her arm, and saw those dark eyes regarding her again. What was it thinking? Did it think?
  


  
    She shook her head, knowing the answer. Of course it thought. She had killed for it and seen it eat, making it stronger and smarter. Even now the child responded to her quiet words or touch, as Lair’ss wished. If anything, the child was cunning enough that if she could feed it one or two more times, it would become more of an ally in this flight and less of a hindrance.
  


  
    Lair’ss knew it was time. With everything falling apart, the stricture against preying on others of the People would no longer be obeyed. She was certain others had already taken to the old ways and as a result potential enemies, those who would devour her and the child, were growing more powerful and arising at every hand.
  


  
    She peered in all directions until she saw a furtive figure hiding in the shadows below. A small being, it trembled at being discovered.
  


  
    In a swift series of moves, Lair’ss put down the child, giving it a warning poke to keep it quiet, leapt from the rampart to the stairs halfway down, and was upon the hiding figure before it knew it. After delivering a quick stunning blow, she carried the limp being up to her child.
  


  
    No sooner had the unconscious figure been laid on the stones than the child threw herself with astonishing energy upon it. The shock of the attack roused the tiny creature, but Lair’ss was ready for it. A long talon slashed its throat.
  


  
    Fighting back her own hunger, the mother watched her daughter feed. She could swear she saw the child grow before her eyes. The need to push the child aside and feed upon the creature herself was almost overwhelming, but her mind was still relatively free of animal rage and she knew it was crucial that the child grow quickly. She would be too large to carry now, but after this feast, she should grow large enough that she should be able to keep pace with her mother.
  


  
    Ignoring her own hunger pangs, Lair’ss watched as the corpse was consumed— bone, sinew, hair, and skin— until nothing was left but the simple robe and sandals it wore. Lair’ss’s brow furrowed. In her haste she had not noticed the design of the robes. The dead creature was an Archivist, a keeper of knowledge.
  


  
    Now her daughter looked at her, her gaze narrowing for an instant. Then she spoke her first words. “Thank you, Mother. That was… enlightening.”
  


  
    “You can talk…?” said Lair’ss, stating the obvious. “This one… lacked strength or magic… but he had knowledge.” The child spoke each word carefully, as if trying them out and judging them before uttering a syllable. Then she rose up on slightly unsteady feet; the growth she had gained from her feasting had changed her balance and she needed a few minutes to adjust. Then she looked at her mother and added, “A great deal of knowledge.”
  


  
    Lair’ss knew fear then. Before her eyes, in a matter of minutes, her daughter had ceased being a mewling infant and was now a young adult, one with memories and knowledge belonging to the most guarded caste of the King’s courts, the Archivists.
  


  
    The child’s face was now almost on a level with the larger female who sat huddled against the inner wall. “I am ready, Mother,” she said.
  


  
    Lair’ss accepted that. Her child now had knowledge.
  


  
    The child glanced around to see if they were still hidden. Then she declared, “I know a way.” She turned, and moved downwards, and unquestioning, Lair’ss followed.
  


  
    They struggled through the jagged rocks. Over the city wall, down the gullies that ages of wind and rain had carved out along the roadside and through the marshes. Flaming jets of gas had barred their way, but the child knew the route to take. From the moment she had devoured the Archivist, she had become a being unlike any Lair’ss had known.
  


  
    At one point they huddled beneath an outcrop of rocks as a solitary flyer hovered overhead, seeking prey below. The child would be an easy target, and if Lair’ss’s strength became any more depleted she would be no match for the winged predator.
  


  
    In the quiet of early morning, as the nocturnal predators were sweeping the mountains one last time before returning to their lairs, the child looked into her mother’s face, barely visible in the faint light from the stars above and the tiny moon nearing the western horizon. Softly she said, “I know things, Mother.”
  


  
    Weak from hunger, Lair’ss replied, “Yes, I understand.”
  


  
    “Do you?” The child took her mother’s face gently between her hands. “The Archivist’s… knowledge, but not his mem ories, are mine. I know things, but other things are empty, holes in my mind.” She tilted her head to one side, her eyes fastened on her mother’s features. “Tell me.”
  


  
    “What, Daughter?”
  


  
    “Tell me those things I do not know.”
  


  
    “I do not understand.”
  


  
    The child gazed out from under the sheltering rock at the setting moon. “What is that?” she said, pointing to the faint light on the western horizon.
  


  
    “That is Das’taas, or what is left of it,” said her mother weakly. “It was our home.”
  


  
    “Why did we leave?”
  


  
    “The Darkness came and our Lord Dahun was gone and no one knew how to fight it.”
  


  
    “Darkness?” asked Child.
  


  
    Lair’ss was so weak now that she sensed this might be her last conversation with her daughter. “I know little, but this much is what is known. The Darkness came from the Centre.”
  


  
    The child tilted her head as if remembering something. “Ah, yes, the Centre. The Ancient Heart.”
  


  
    “I do not know it by that name, but the Old Kingdoms, Despaira, Paingor, Mournhome, Abandos and the others held sway since the first days after the Time Before Time. Our lord Dahun paid tribute to the Old Kingdoms, and we stood as a bulwark against the Savages.” Lair’ss inclined her head behind them. “There, to the east, where we go now. But we were told a bad thing happened.”
  


  
    “What, Mother?”
  


  
    “I do not know,” Lair’ss said wearily. “So much of what has happened is a mystery.” She stared out towards the distant city. “I have been told we once lived like the Savages, spawning in pits, fighting for survival from the first moment. Each death returned us to the pits and the struggle was endless.
  


  
    “I have been told that the Kings brought order and taught us how to live a new way, how to build as well as destroy, how to care for one another without constant killing. We were told these were good things.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Again, I do not know,” she said with a long sigh. “But what the King wills is law.”
  


  
    The younger female was quiet for a while as the sun to the east grew brighter. “Where do we go?” prodded Child.
  


  
    After a moment, her mother answered, “To the east, towards the lands of the Savages and the Mad Ones.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked Child.
  


  
    “Because there is nowhere else to go,” answered her mother softly.
  


  
    A smile crossed the child’s lips and she said, “No, there is another place to go.” Suddenly she lunged forward and her fangs closed around her mother’s throat and with one pull, she tore it open. Blood fountained and she drank deeply as the light faded from her mother’s eyes.
  


  
    Thoughts came with the feeding, not her own, but those of the being whose life she ended.
  


  
    A time of calm, with a male, by the name of Dagri, who was her father. He had vanished with the King.
  


  
    Images flashed, some understandable and some not, places, faces, struggles and quiet. And some of the holes in her knowledge were filled in as the more abstract knowledge she had gained from the Archivist blended with her mother’s experiences.
  


  
    There are been a stable time, a time of Dahun’s dominion. Then word had come of a struggle to the west. Dahun’s kingdom was not one of the Old Kingdoms, but one of the Second Kingdoms, those that ringed the five original Kingdoms.
  


  
    Then there had been a war, not here, but in some other place, against a king named Maarg, and her father and others had gone with Dahun to fight him. No one had returned, leaving only the City Guardians and those who knew magic to face the Darkness when it appeared. No one knew what had become of the Old Kingdoms.
  


  
    Bits and pieces of knowledge of those times and places seemed to float around the periphery of her thoughts, almost understood, tantalizingly so, but still not coherent. She knew one thing, though: if she were to survive, she needed more knowledge and power.
  


  
    She regarded what was left of her mother’s body, then consumed what was left. She kept feeling odd sensations as she did so and tried to put a name to them, but couldn’t. In a strange way she regretted the need to feed on the female who had brought her into this world, but her abstract knowledge of her race’s breeding history made it difficult to understand why she would feel a bond with this female more than any other. She paused; the Archivist thought of their collective society as “the race,” but her mother had been taught to consider herself a member of “the People.” She understood that this was a distinction, but why it was important eluded her.
  


  
    She crawled out from under the overhang, peering about for any threat. In the distance she saw a group of flyers frantically beating towards her, so she ducked back under the overhang until she was certain they had passed. Peering to the west, she saw a dark spot on the horizon. From the knowledge she had inherited from her feeding she knew it to be something fundamentally wrong, and a radical and terrible change in the order of her world, yet it remained abstract to her. She had no feelings about that.
  


  
    Feelings?
  


  
    She paused. Strange sensations in the pit of her stomach and rising up into her chest and throat visited her, but she had no name for them. For an instant she wondered if she was in danger from them, like poison or exposure to dangerous magics.
  


  
    Something tickled the edge of her consciousness. She paused and considered this unfathomable material. From the knowledge she had gained from the Archivist, she understood that memories were either there or not. To have memories from those devoured, yet be unable to reach them, was unheard of; so this must be something else.
  


  
    But if it was something else, then what was it?
  


  
    Still not enough knowledge, she thought, and certainly not enough power. She must hunt. She must grow stronger, more powerful.
  


  
    There was a stirring above and suddenly another flyer dropped out of the evening sky. Without thought, she reached out a hand, but not in the clawed defensive position. Instead, her palm faced the attacker and a searing bolt of energy shot from it and slicked cleanly through his neck, severing the head, which dropped at her feet as the body crashed into the rocks a few feet away.
  


  
    The child felt only mild hunger, but knew she needed more food to become more powerful than she was.
  


  
    She hunkered down to begin eating the flyer’s head. “Magic,” she said softly to herself. But she had not encountered a spell-caster, let alone devoured one. Even more softly she pondered, “Now where did that come from?”
  


  
    Then she set about eating the creature’s brain.
  


  



  • Chapter One •


  


  Hunt


  


  



  
    THE HORSES REARED.
  


  
    The two young riders kept them under control, their long hours of training used to good effect in the face of the unexpected attack. From the brush behind them came the shouts of the men-at-arms and the baying of the dogs, signalling that relief would be there in minutes. Until then, the two youthful hunters were on their own. The two riders had come through an upland scrub of gorse and heather, growing in a swathe of sandy soil that had been denuded of trees in ages past.
  


  
    Searching for wild boar or stag, the brothers from Crydee had stumbled upon something both unexpected and terrifying: a sleeping wyvern.
  


  
    First cousin to a dragon, the green-scaled beast was far from its usual mountainous hunting grounds, and had been asleep in a deep gully masked from their approach by tall ferns and brush.
  


  
    Now, disturbed from its rest, the angry beast rose up, snapping its wings wide to take to the sky.
  


  
    “What?” shouted Brendan to his elder brother.
  


  
    “Don’t let it get away!” replied Martin.
  


  
    “Why? We can’t eat it!”
  


  
    “No, but think of the trophy on the wall!”
  


  
    With a grunt of resignation, the younger brother dropped his boar spear, threw his leg over his horse’s neck and dropped to the ground, nimbly removing his bow from his shoulder as he did so. His horse, usually a well-trained mare, was all too happy to run off as fast as possible from the large predator. Brendan drew a broad-tipped arrow from his quiver, nocked his bow and drew and fired in a matter of seconds.
  


  
    The arrow flew truly, striking the emerald creature squarely at the joint of shoulder and wing, and it faltered. Slowly, the wing drooped limply.
  


  
    Martin leapt off his horse, gripping his boar spear tightly, and his horse sped off after Brendan’s mount. The injured wyvern snarled and reared up and inhaled deeply, making a strange clucking sound.
  


  
    “Oh, damn!” said Brendan.
  


  
    “Down!” shouted his brother, diving to the right.
  


  
    Brendan leapt to the left as a searing blast of flame cut through the air where he had been standing only a moment before. He could feel the hair on his head singe as the flames missed him by bare inches. He kept rolling, unable to see the wyvern, though he could hear it roar and smell the acrid smoke and blackened soil as it attacked wildly.
  


  
    Having clutched the spear to his chest, along the same axis as his body so that he could come swiftly to his feet, Martin launched himself upright. The wyvern seemed momentarily confused by having two antagonists moving in different directions. Then it fixed its eyes on Brendan and started to suck in more air. From what Martin knew of wyvern behaviour, his brother was about to be targeted again with another blast of flames. He cast the spear despairingly, but the range was too far: it fell agonizingly close, but short of the creature.
  


  
    Suddenly, miraculously, an arrow sliced through the space between the brothers, taking the wyvern in the throat. The creature gagged, choked, and staggered backwards, then shuddered and began to thrash in pain. Reprieved, the brothers raced forward. Martin retrieved his spear and impaled the creature upon it, while Brendan took careful aim and loosed an arrow into the exposed joint between the wyvern’s neck and torso, straight at the creature’s heart. It thrashed for another long moment, then fell still in death.
  


  
    Looking to see the author of the saving shot, the brothers saw a young woman in leather breeches and tunic, knee-high riding boots, standing a little way away from them. She wore a short rider’s cape thrown back over her left shoulder for quick access to the quiver slung across her back. Her bow was a double recurved, compact and easy to shoot from horseback or on foot, evolved from an ancient Tsurani design, but no weapon for a beginner. Only the traditional hunter’s longbow had more power and range.
  


  
    Brendan’s face lit up at the sight of her. “Lady Bethany, a pleasure as always.” He shouldered his own bow and wiped perspiration from his brow and grinned as he glanced over at his brother and saw how Martin attempted to rein in his expression of annoyance and replace it with a neutral expression.
  


  
    Born a year apart, the two brothers might as well have been twins. Unlike their older brother, Hal, who looked liked their father, being broad of shoulder and chest, dark of hair and six inches above six feet in height, these two brothers took after their mother. Their hair was a lighter brown, their eyes were blue rather than dark brown and they were lithe in movement, slender of frame, and four inches shorter than both their father and Hal. They had a whipcord strength and resilience rather than brute power.
  


  
    Bethany’s dark red hair fell to her shoulders and her face was elegant and finely formed. Her smile carried a hint of something akin to condescension as she walked in measured steps, leading her horse towards the fallen beast. “You looked as if you could use a little assistance,” she said with barely veiled humour. Like the brothers she stood on the verge of adulthood, glorious in her youth and taking it for granted. She would be nineteen years old at the next Midsummer Feast, as would Martin. The three of them had been friends since babyhood. Her father was Robert, Earl of Carse, vassal to their father, Lord Henry, Duke of Crydee. She was the tallest woman in either Carse or Crydee at six feet.
  


  
    Martin frowned. “I thought you said you found hunting a bore?”
  


  
    “I find most things a bore,” she said with a laugh. “I changed my mind about hunting and decided to catch up with you louts.”
  


  
    Noise from behind her indicated that the rest of the Duke’s hunting party was closing in. A moment later, three horses burst through the underbrush and the riders reined in as they regarded the three young hunters and the dead wyvern.
  


  
    The rider in the middle was Duke Henry, known as Harry, since his father had also been named Henry. He grinned at the sight of his two boys and the daughter of his friend standing without injury over the fallen monster. His face was sunburned and weathered, making him look older than his forty-nine years, his dark beard showing shots of grey. “What do you think of that, Robert?” he asked the rider on his right.
  


  
    Robert, Earl of Carse, reined in. His blond hair had turned grey at an early age, so it looked nearly white in the mid-afternoon sun. Like his companion, his face was sunburned and weather-beaten. That his daughter was as good an archer as any man in the west pleased him. “I think my daughter’s arrow did the honours,” he answered. Then his expression darkened. “But riding unattended from the castle was the pinnacle of foolishness!”
  


  
    The woodlands around Crydee had been pacified for generations, but they were still not without risk. He took a deep breath of resignation; Bethany was his only child and had been much indulged. As a result she was wilful and impetuous at times, much to his despair.
  


  
    Bethany smiled at her father’s ire; she had been a nettle as often as a balm since her mother had died. Raised in a household of men, she had developed a combative nature. “I grew bored with the chatter of the ladies of Crydee.” She smiled and nodded at the Duke. “No offence is intended, my lord, but I have only so much interest in needlework and cooking, to my mother’s chagrin. My limit was reached, so I decided some sport was needed.” She glanced at the fallen creature. “Though this sport did end abruptly.”
  


  
    “Ha!” said the Duke, and he laughed. “so one should wish, Lady Bethany. A wounded wyvern is a dangerous beast. Most would give the creature a wide berth.”
  


  
    The trackers and beaters and dogs had arrived, and Huntmaster Rodney motioned for the beast to be secured.
  


  
    Brendan said, “We all took a hand in killing the wyvern, Father, but I’ll concede honours to Bethany. Her arrow spared me a scorching, I’ll avow.”
  


  
    Martin nodded in agreement, as if who claimed the kill was of no importance to him.
  


  
    “What do you intend to do with it?” asked Robert. “You can’t eat it.”
  


  
    The brothers glanced at the repeat of the oft-repeated joke. The nobility in the east might hunt the big predators for sport, but along the Far Coast they were nothing more than a nuisance, a menace to herds and farms. Years of controlling the population of big cats, packs of dogs and wolves, and dragon-kin such as the wyverns, had kept their incursion into the lowlands a rare occurrence. Most of the Duke’s hunting was for giant boar— as it was today— elk up in the foothills, deer in the forest, and giant bears.
  


  
    “I think its head on the wall would make a wonderful trophy for my room, Father,” said Bethany, shouldering her bow.
  


  
    Lord Robert glanced at his host, who shook his head, barely containing his mirth. “Not one for finery?” asked the Duke.
  


  
    “Silks and oils, gowns and shoes are lost on my Bethany.” Turning back to his only child, he said, “It will hang in the trophy hall in the keep, not your quarters.”
  


  
    Martin cleaned off the head of his boar-spear in the tall grass, then handed it to one of the men-at-arms.
  


  
    Brendan grinned. “Remembering her attire at the last Midsummer Feast of Banapis, I don’t think finery is entirely lost on her.”
  


  
    Even the usually dour Martin was forced to smile at this. “It seems you took note.”
  


  
    Now it was Bethany’s turn to look slightly annoyed, and the colour rose in her fair cheeks. It was a poorly-kept secret that everyone expected the Earl’s daughter eventually to become the next Duchess of Crydee when Henry’s eldest son, Hal, became Duke. The politics of the Kingdom required all such alliances to be approved by the King, but as the Duke and his family were distant kin to the Royal House of conDoin it kept things simpler if no strong alliances were formed between those nobles on the Far Coast and the powerful noble houses in the distant Eastern Realm.
  


  
    “How fares young Hal?” asked Robert of his host.
  


  
    Harry’s expression revealed his pride in his eldest. “Very well, according to his last missive.” The younger Henry was away at the university on the island kingdom of Roldem. “His teachers grade him well, his presence in the Royal Court does honour to our house, and he only loses a little when he gambles. He writes that he intends to enter the Tournament of Champions.”
  


  
    “Bold,” said Robert, watching as the three youngsters retrieved their respective horses and mounted up. “The best swordsmen in the world vie for the title Champion of the Masters’ Court.”
  


  
    “He’s a fair hand with the blade,” offered Martin as he rode over to his father. Martin often understated things, sometimes from a dry sense of humour, at other times from a sceptical view of the world. He was always reserved in his praise or condemnation, rarely smiled or displayed displeasure, keeping his own counsel on most matters.
  


  
    Brendan could barely contain his delight. “He’s the finest blade in the West. Only Martin here can press Hal. According to family lore he’s a match for our ancestor, Prince Arutha.”
  


  
    Brendan was the youngest, seemingly set loose in the world with but one purpose, to plague his siblings. He had been a happy baby and a rambunctious child, always striving to keep up with his older brothers. There was rarely a circumstance that found him unsmiling or unable to wrench humour out of the situation.
  


  
    “A legendary name,” said the Earl with a polite nod.
  


  
    “Now, if he could only learn to master the bow…” Brendan added with an evil grin. Martin had never been well suited to the weapon and had shunned it for the sword.
  


  
    Robert saw the brothers eyeing one another. He had known all three sons of the Duke since they were born and was used to their constant rivalry. Should this discussion continue, he knew it would become an argument with Martin growing more frustrated by the moment, to Brendan’s evil delight.
  


  
    Sensing that his sons were on the verge of another of their many confrontations, the Duke shouted, “Bearers, bring the head of the beast to the keep. We’ll make a trophy of its head for Lady Bethany!”
  


  
    Her father’s scowl caused a grin to return to the girl’s face.
  


  
    The Duke continued. “And you two—” he pointed at first Martin then Brendan “—behave yourselves or I’ll have you riding night patrol along the Eastern border.”
  


  
    Both boys knew their father wasn’t joking as each had had to endure more than one night with the garrison’s night patrols, wending their way through treacherous forests in the bitterly cold dark. “Yes, Father,” they replied, almost in unison.
  


  
    The Huntmaster set his bearers to work, while the nobility started the ride back to Crydee Keep.
  


  
    As they made their way among the boles of the forest, seeking the game trail that would lead them back to the road to Crydee, Bethany said in a falsely sweet tone, “Too bad you boys didn’t find a boar.”
  


  
    Both brothers exchanged looks, and for a rare moment, Brendan’s sour expression matched Martin’s.
  


  
    Supper was festive despite the furious storm building outside. The mood was abetted by a roaring fire in the great hall, ample wine, and a sense of safety from the fury of the elements. The banter around the table was predictable; the two families were close and the meals shared uncountable.
  


  
    Formal seating had been abandoned years before, as the two wives, the Duchess Caralin and the Countess Marriann, had quickly become like sisters, and had talked across their two husbands until the Duke had decided that comfort outweighed protocol.
  


  
    So the Earl Robert sat in the seat tradition gave to the host’s wife, while she sat in his. The two men could chat, as could their wives, and harmony was ensured.
  


  
    The Duke’s two sons sat to the right of the Earl, while Lady Bethany sat to her mother’s left. After most of the meal had been consumed, Brendan elbowed his brother lightly. “What is it?”
  


  
    “What is what?” said Martin, his brow furrowed as if irritated by the question.
  


  
    Martin’s dour expression made Brendan’s grin broaden, as if he sensed another opportunity to vex his brother. “Either you’re dying to overhear Mother’s conversation with Countess Marriann, or there’s something on the end of Bethany’s nose.”
  


  
    Martin had indeed been inclining his head in that direction as his brother spoke, but his gaze returned with a snap to his brother. His expression was one Brendan had seen only rarely, a deep and threatening look that warned the youngest brother that this time he had stepped too far over the line. Those previous experiences usually resulted in Brendan running very fast for his mother’s protection when he was very young, or his father’s or his brother Hal’s when older.
  


  
    But rather than erupt in the rage that followed that particular black look, Martin simply lowered his voice and said, “You saw nothing.”
  


  
    His tone was so filled with controlled anger and menace that Brendan could only nod.
  


  
    Sensing something between his sons, Duke Harry said, “If this storm gets worse, we’ll have a lot of work to do in the town for quite a few days.” He looked at Martin. “I’ll want you to take a patrol to the north and north-east, to see how the villagers fare.” Then he said to Brendan, “And you’re old enough to lead one as well. To the south and south-east.”
  


  
    “I can see to those villages on my way home, your grace,” said Earl Robert.
  


  
    “Linger a few days more,” said Harry. With a warm smile he glanced to where his wife sat in animated conversation with the Countess and added, “They do so miss one another.”
  


  
    “True,” said the Earl. “We do seem to have less time for visits.”
  


  
    Leaning over, Harry asked, “You have closer ties with kin in the east. What do you hear?”
  


  
    The Earl knew exactly what the Duke referred to. “Little. It is as if people are suddenly cautious to the point of silence.”
  


  
    Almost since the creation of the Western Realm of the Kingdom there had been rivalry between West and East. Everything east of the small city of Malac’s Cross was viewed as “the real Kingdom of the Isles” to the majority of citizens and the ruling Congress of Lords. The West was often seen as a drain on national resources, since much of it was empty and mountainous or, worse, inhabited by non-humans, dwarves, elves, trolls, goblins, and the Brotherhood of the Dark Path. Administration costs were high relative to the amount of revenue generated for the Crown, and there was almost no political advantage to be had from serving in the West. Real military and political advancement came from serving in the Eastern Realm. Hunting down raiding bands of goblins or trolls was not a path to promotion; fighting against Keshian raiders or border skirmishes against the Eastern Kingdoms was.
  


  
    “I count on you for something more dependable than what comes through Krondor,” said the Duke. “Your family is new to the Far Coast, while my house…” He let the sentence trail off.
  


  
    The history of House conDoin in Crydee was well known. A brother to the King had conquered the Far Coast, once Great Kesh’s most far-flung frontier, and annexed it to the Kingdom, almost doubling the breadth of the nation in less than five years. Liking the area where he had ended up after his struggles, he had persuaded his brother to give him the Far Coast and built the very keep in which they now dined, Crydee.
  


  
    Carse, the Earl’s home, was actually the more critical trading and commerce centre, being blessed with a far better harbour and sitting squarely at the heart of the coast, with all farming, mining, and foresting materials bound for export eventually finding their way to Carse’s docks.
  


  
    Earl Robert’s father had been given the office of earl by Henry’s grandfather, with the King’s blessing, when the previous earl had died without issue. As no estate on the Far Coast was considered desirable enough for any Eastern noble, the award went unchallenged. More than once Lord Henry had considered that he, Earl Robert, and Morris, Earl of Tulan, were almost an autonomous little kingdom unto themselves. The taxes paid to the Crown were modest, reduced by half by what the Prince in Krondor took, but the requirements were meagre as well, so for the most part the Far Coast was ignored.
  


  
    “One hears rumours,” said Robert, leaning over. “The King’s health is poor, according to one cousin I consider reliable. It’s said that healing priests are required frequently for maladies that would be counted mild in most men his age.”
  


  
    Henry sighed as he sat back, lifted his goblet of wine and took a sip. “Patrick was the last true conDoin king, in my judgment. Those who have come after are like his wife, vindictive and manipulative, always plotting: true Eastern rulers.” He set down his wine. “Mark you well, if the King dies without male issue, we may be sucked into conflict.”
  


  
    Robert’s expression clouded. “Civil war, Harry?”
  


  
    Henry shook his head. “No, but a political struggle in the Congress which could keep the throne vacant for a long time. And if that happens…” He shrugged.
  


  
    “A regent. Who do you think the Congress would be likely to appoint?”
  


  
    “There’s the rub,” said Henry. “You’d have to ask your Eastern kin. I haven’t the foggiest.”
  


  
    The Duke retrieved his freshly-filled cup and drank slowly as he reflected. What he had said about the last “true” king was a dangerous remark should any but the most trusted of friends, like Robert of Carse, overhear it.
  


  
    The conDoins were the longest line of rulers in the history of the Kingdom of the Isles. There had been petty kings on the Island of Rillanon before the rise of this dynasty, but it had been a conDoin who had first planted the banner of the Isles on the mainland and conquered Bas-Tyra. It had been conDoin kings who had forged a nation to rival Great Kesh to the south and kept the pesky Eastern Kingdoms in control and forged a close relationship with the island kingdom of Roldem.
  


  
    Robert noticed his friend’s thoughtful expression. “What?”
  


  
    “Roldem.”
  


  
    “What of Roldem?
  


  
    Henry leaned over, as if cautious of being overheard, even here in the heart of his own demesne. “Without an acknowledged heir, there are many claimants to the throne.”
  


  
    Robert waved aside the remark. “Your family has more distant cousins than a hive has bees, but there are only a few of royal blood.”
  


  
    “There are three princes—”
  


  
    “Seven,” interrupted Robert. “You and your three sons are of the blood royal.”
  


  
    Henry grimaced. “By grace of our ancestor, we’ve renounced claim to the inheritance of anything but Crydee.”
  


  
    “Martin Longbow may have, to avoid a civil war with his brothers, but that was then. This is now. There are many in the Congress who would consider you a worthy claimant to the throne should the need arise. They would rally to you.”
  


  
    “You speak boldly, Robert. Many might say you tread the edge of treason, but I have no interest, for myself or my sons. Back to the truths of the moment: there are three nephews who would vie for the crown: Oliver, the King’s nephew is closest in blood, but from the King’s sister’s marriage to Prince Michael of Semrick, and that makes him a foreigner in the eyes of many. Montgomery, Earl of Rillanon, and Duke Chadwick of Ran are both cousins to the King, though distant.”
  


  
    Robert sat back and let out a long sigh. “It’s a shame King Gregory wasn’t the lady’s man his father was. Patrick left a litter of bastards along the way before he married. Still, he has managed to sire one son.” The Earl paused, then added, “Prince Oliver’s a good lad, and you’re right, he has as much conDoin blood in him as any, and he’s betrothed to the Duke of Bas-Tyra’s second daughter, Grace. Since the Tsurani war the houses of Bas-Tyra and conDoin have stood close, more than a hundred years as one.”
  


  
    “That’s a powerful faction,” agreed the Duke. “But Gregory has yet to name Oliver as his heir. The lad is approaching his twentieth year and Gregory is not likely to produce another son, no matter how hard he and that girl he married try.” Both men chuckled. After the unexpected death of the Queen, the King had chosen to marry a girl barely a year older than his son. She was the daughter of a minor court noble, who had been raised up in rank by the auspicious marriage. The girl’s only grace was her stunning beauty, and it was reported she kept the king very happy, but other than that, she seemed a simple soul.
  


  
    Rumours abounded that the King’s health was not as it should be. Given his age, barely fifty years, and his short rule, only five years since the death of his father, the potential for instability in the Kingdom was higher than it had been in a century.
  


  
    “Montgomery is not a factor,” Robert continued. “He’s a creature of the court and is likely to emerge as a candidate only as a compromise short of war, but he has no standing, no factions behind him, nothing. He’s just there.”
  


  
    “But he is the King’s sister’s second son, and as close by blood as anyone after Oliver.”
  


  
    “It is regrettable that his older brother didn’t live. Now, he was a young man of talent.”
  


  
    Henry nodded and said nothing. The death of Montgomery’s elder brother Alexander had always been something viewed with suspicion. No one gave voice to the thought, but his death in a raid by Ceresian pirates had seemed both pointless and convenient. The pirates had raided an estate which was heavily fortified yet containing little of worth. Some trinkets had been looted, but the only notable thing had been the death of the King’s nephew, who was at that time the leading contender for the title of heir to the throne. Fortunately, Oliver had been born soon after and the question of inheritance seemed to subside.
  


  
    “Do you think Edward is a factor?” asked Robert.
  


  
    “No. He’s a prince in name only.” Henry laughed. “And he might make a good king, because he desperately does not want the position. He rules in Krondor only as a favour to the King’s late father. Patrick and Edward were as brothers. He looks upon Gregory as a nephew and he’ll stay there until relieved. He will certainly retire to his estates in the East when Oliver comes west.”
  


  
    “So if no heir is named by the King, and the King passes, who will the Congress support?” asked Henry. “That is the question.”
  


  
    Robert let out a long breath as if in exasperation. “Only the gods know, I suspect. And Sir William Alcorn.”
  


  
    Henry gave a wry chuckle. “Our oddly mysterious Sir William.”
  


  
    Both men fell silent as they considered the man just named. A common soldier by all accounts, from the city of Rillanon, an islander born, he had risen quickly to the rank of Knight-Captain and had been promoted to the King’s personal guard.
  


  
    But when the King was a young man and sent by his father to study at the University of Roldem, Knight-Captain William had been named head of the then Prince Gregory’s personal retinue and had returned two years later as Sir William Alcorn, newly appointed personal advisor to the heir to the throne. Now five years later he was advisor to the King of the Isles.
  


  
    “He seems to favour no faction.”
  


  
    “Or he plays off one side against the other, securing his own position.”
  


  
    Robert sighed. “It is rumoured he is now the most powerful man in the Kingdom, despite his overt displays of modesty and humility. The King hangs upon his every word, which means no few of the Lords of the Congress do as well.”
  


  
    “How the truth is seen often defines the truth,” observed Henry. “If he is feared for power, how much power he truly has to wield is immaterial, for the fear is still real. And how does Lord Jamison take his position as First Advisor being usurped?”
  


  
    Robert shrugged. “He’s still a power, but he’s ageing. His son James the third is able, but it’s his grandson, yet another James… Jim’s the one to keep an eye on.”
  


  
    The Earl nodded. Both men had met Jim Dasher in his guise as Lord Jamison, grandson to the Duke of Rillanon.
  


  
    “What is known about Alcorn?” posed Earl Robert. “He rose through the ranks, hardly the first man of common birth to do that— Duke James’s grandfather was a common street lad, a thief even by some recounting. But this Sir William holds no specific title— it is said he refuses them, though even the office of Duke of Rillanon might be his for the asking once Lord James steps down.”
  


  
    Henry shook his head ruefully. “The current Duke might object; I think he sees the office going to his son or grandson. And Lord James is still a man with whom to reckon. He holds together the Congress of Lords, truth to tell.”
  


  
    “Well,” said Earl Robert, “it is of little concern for us on the Far Coast, it’s true.” Then he smiled, “Yet it is always interesting.”
  


  
    “You’re a more political animal than I, Robert. But to say it is of little concern is to assume things will go forward as they have in the past, and that may not be so. There’s a difference between the Crown ignoring us and abandoning us. It’s when I consider that possible bleak future I’m glad to have friends such as you and Morris here in the West.”
  


  
    “Ever your loyal vassal, my friend.”
  


  
    At that moment a soldier, drenched to the skin, hurried into the Keep, approached the Duke’s table, and bowed. “My lord, a ship is making for the harbour.” He sounded out of breath.
  


  
    The Duke stood. “In this weather?”
  


  
    “We have tried to warn them off with red flash powder in the lighthouse, but they’ve ignored us and are coming straight in!”
  


  
    The Duke looked to Robert. As one they said, “Reinman!”
  


  
    Henry said, “Only that madman would run before the gale and think to not end up with his ship a half-mile inland. Let’s go up to the tower.” He motioned for Robert to follow, but by then the boys and Bethany had also stood up.
  


  
    “Father,” said Martin. “You’ll never see anything from up there!”
  


  
    “If it’s Reinman and he doesn’t bring that ship to heel in this gale, we’ll have plenty to see,” Henry answered. He moved out of the great hall towards the stairs that led to the tallest tower in the fore of the keep. It was called the Magician’s Tower, for once the Duke’s ancestor, Lord Borric, had given it over to a magician and his apprentice. Now vacant, it still afforded the best view of the western vista.
  


  
    Servants hurried to bring oiled cloaks for the Duke’s court. As Henry and Robert reached the top of the tower, a page barely able to catch his breath overtook them and handed each man a heavy hooded cloak of canvas soaked in seal oil. Moments later the two rulers of this land were atop the tower, faces into the biting rain, attempting to see what they could in the darkness.
  


  
    As the others gathered behind them, Earl Robert shouted over the wind, “Can you see anything?”
  


  
    Henry pointed. “Look!”
  


  
    The town of Crydee was shuttered fast against the storm, but light could be glimpsed leaking around the edges of shutters, cracks in door frames, and from the lanterns of those who hurried toward the docks. The alarm was sounding and it carried faintly to those atop Crydee Keep’s tallest tower.
  


  
    In the distance the glow from Longpoint Lighthouse could barely be seen, faintly red from the powder that had been tossed on the beacon to warn ships off attempting to enter the harbour.
  


  
    In a severe storm, ships would make for a headland seven miles up the coast and heave to behind the shelter of some tall bluffs. In a storm like this, the wise choice could be to keep sailing along the coast and circle back when the winds lessened, or to drop anchor and turn the bow into the gale.
  


  
    But this captain was no ordinary seaman; rather, as Lord Henry had observed, he was something of a madman. Considered the finest captain in the King’s Western Fleet, he was always the first to be sent after pirates and on dangerous missions.
  


  
    “It must be something important to make Reinman chance coming in tonight!” shouted Martin from behind his father.
  


  
    “The fool!” replied Robert. “He’ll crash into the docks!”
  


  
    In the rain and gloom, the ship raced past the lighthouse like an eerie shadow, a skeleton thing of grey and black lit by the yellow-and-white reflections of torches along the breakwater leading out to the lighthouse. As the vessel entered the harbour every door and window of every shop along the wharf was thrown open despite the rain, as onlookers gaped in wonder at the mad captain who drove his ship to destruction.
  


  
    Suddenly, a bloom of light appeared around the ship, expanding bubble-like into a sphere of almost daylight brilliance. Within the dome of brilliance they could easily see the ship’s crew frantically chopping at the rigging with hand axes so the sails quickly fell away.
  


  
    “Damn!” said the Duke quietly.
  


  



  • Chapter Two •


  


  Warning


  


  



  
    THE WIND HOWLED.
  


  
    Captain Jason Reinman bellowed to be heard above the noise. “Cut ’em loose, damn ya!”
  


  
    The crew had been ordered aloft during the mad dash toward the harbour of Crydee in preparation for this desperate act.
  


  
    “Hard to starboard!” he shouted and two men wrestling with the long handle on the rudder shoved with all their strength towards the left, to bring the balky ship around in the opposite direction.
  


  
    The Royal Messenger’s timbers groaned in protest as the ship fought against stresses she was not designed to withstand. Turning to the man seated on the deck next to him, Captain Reinman shouted, “Hold! Just a few more minutes!”
  


  
    The man squatted on the decks, his eyes closed and his face a mask of concentration as he fought to stay upright on the tossing deck. Reinman’s sunburned face turned upward, and he saw with satisfaction that the sails had all been cut loose and were now littering the decks. He’d refit in Crydee and what sail he’d lost the Duke could replace for him. The ropes would be mended and should any of his men have been overly zealous with the axes, the spars would be repaired.
  


  
    The sound of the storm died away: the bubble of light was a tiny pool of calm in the middle of the storm-tossed harbour. “Don’t you fail me, you magic-wielding sot! You’re not allowed to pass out until we are at the docks!” If the man at whom Reinman was shouting heard him he gave no indication, seemingly intent on keeping himself sitting upright.
  


  
    The ship came about in the relative calm of the bubble of magic, and Reinman shouted, “Get the fenders over the side! As soon as this shell is down, the gale will slam us into the docks. I don’t want to sail home on a pile of kindling!” To the men aloft, he said, “Grab hold and hang on, it’s going to be rough!”
  


  
    As the large padded fenders went over the side to protect the ship from the dock wall, the magic bubble collapsed, and as the captain had predicted, the sudden gale slammed the hull against the pilings. But the fenders did their work and although there was the sound of wood cracking, both the dock and the ship held intact.
  


  
    Then the ship rolled and the grinding sound of wood on wood was almost painfully loud, and the three masts came down towards the cobbles of the harbourside road at alarming speed. Men aloft held on for their lives, shouting in alarm.
  


  
    But just as it seemed the ship would roll on its side and smash the yards into the ground, the movement stopped. For a pregnant moment the spars hovered mere feet above the stones, then they started to travel back the way they came. Men’s voices rose again in alarm as they realized they might be suddenly pitched off in the other direction.
  


  
    “Hang on!” shouted the captain as he gripped the railing that had almost been overhead a moment before. Glancing around, he noticed that his companion on the poop deck was nowhere to be seen. “Drunken fool!” he shouted at the spot recently vacated and then returned his attention to not being flung over the side of his ship.
  


  
    As the ship rolled back, more creaking signalled the continuation of the elements’ assault on the vessel he loved dearly. He silently damned the need for such reckless behaviour and vowed that should the ship be rendered salvage, he would see to it that Lord James Dasher Jamison paid for a new one out of his own pocket. Thought having secret access to the King’s treasury, he would barely miss the sum.
  


  
    The ship was upright for a moment, then continued on its recoil, but the force of the wind and sea kept it from rolling very far. Captain Reinman let go of the railing and shouted, “Make fast! Any man not already dead get this ship securely lashed secure. Any man dead will answer to me!”
  


  
    He hurried to the fore railing and looked around. The ship was in better shape than he had any right to expect, but not as pretty as he would have liked. But it did not seem that the main timbers had been compromised, so he thought a few days of carpentry and paint would make her as good as new.
  


  
    He took a brief moment to congratulate himself on the insane entrance into Crydee Harbour and then shouted, “Anyone seen that drunken magician?”
  


  
    One of the deck hands shouted, “Oh, was that what that was, sir? I think he went over the side when we heeled back.” Suddenly realizing what he said, the sailor shouted, “Man overboard!”
  


  
    Half a dozen sailors hurried to the rail and one pointed, “There!”
  


  
    Two men went over the sides despite the dangerous chop in the water and the risk of being swept into the side of the ship, or worse, under the docks in what had to be a clutter of debris.
  


  
    The object of their search, a slender man with a usually unruly thatch of black hair which was now plastered to his skull, sputtered and coughed as one sailor dragged him to the surface and held his head above water. The second sailor helped pull him to the side of the ship where two other sailors clung tightly to ropes despite the slashing winds.
  


  
    Drenched, miserable, and wretched, the man in the soaked robes looked at the captain and said, “We there?”
  


  
    “More or less,” said Reinman with a grin. “Mr Williams!”
  


  
    The first mate appeared in front of his captain. “Aye, sir.”
  


  
    “Get below and see how much work needs to be done. I didn’t hear anything to make me believe we have any serious damage. Don’t tell me I’m wrong, if you please.”
  


  
    The first mate saluted and turned away. Like the captain, the first mate knew the ship as well as he knew the face of his wife and children. He suspected that the groaning of wood and snapping of lines would mean repair, but nothing major. He’d heard the sound of a keelson cracking in a storm, and it was a sound he’d never forget.
  


  
    Captain Reinman ordered, “Run out the gangway!”
  


  
    The crew nearest to the docks hurried to obey. Unlike passenger ships with their fancy gangways with steps and rails, this was a merely a wide board of hardwood that managed to reach the docks without bowing so much it wouldn’t support a man carrying cargo.
  


  
    No sooner had it touched the dock than Reinman was down it, his leather boots sliding along the plank as much as walking it. As he expected, by the time he stood on the dock, a company of horsemen was riding to meet him.
  


  
    Duke Henry, Earl Robert, and half a dozen men-at-arms reined in.
  


  
    “Miserable night for a ride, your grace,” said the captain with a grin, ignoring the pelting rain. Standing in the storm, water coursing off his head and shoulders, the red-headed seaman looked as if he was almost enjoying the experience.
  


  
    “Hell of a landing,” said Duke Henry. “It must be something urgent to make you pull a stunt like that.”
  


  
    “You could say,” he glanced around, “though it will keep for another few minutes until we can be alone. Strict instructions: for your ears only.”
  


  
    The Duke nodded. He motioned to one of his escorts. “Give the captain your horse and follow on foot.”
  


  
    The soldier did as ordered and handed the reins to Reinman. The captain mounted a little clumsily, as riding was not his first occupation, but once in the saddle he seemed comfortable enough.
  


  
    “To the keep!” said the Duke over the wind’s howl and they turned back and started up the main street of Crydee Town, the boulevard that would take them to shelter and a roaring fire.
  


  
    Still dripping wet, Captain Reinman accepted a heavy towel and began mopping his face, but waved away a servant bearing a change of clothes. “In a minute,” he said, then to the Duke. “A word, my lord.”
  


  
    They stood in the entrance to the keep with the Duchess, Countess and the three children waiting for an explanation for the mad display they had just witnessed. Both Martin and Brendan had started to speak at once, but the captain’s words cut them short.
  


  
    Somewhat surprised by Reinman’s more than usually abrupt manner, the Duke nodded to the others to return to the great hall, indicating that he and the captain would join them. The two men moved to a corner of the entry hall and the Duke said, “Now, what is so important you’ll risk wrecking the King’s fastest ship to tell me a day early?”
  


  
    “Orders from the Crown, my lord. You’re to begin muster.” The Duke’s face remained impassive, but the skin around his eyes tightened. “It’s war, then?”
  


  
    “Not yet, but soon, perhaps. Lord Sutherland and the Duke of Ran both say the frontier is quiet, but rumours have it Kesh is moving in the South and you’re to be ready to support Yabon or even Krondor if the need arises.”
  


  
    Henry considered. War along the Far Coast had occurred only twice in the history of the Kingdom: the original conquest when the land was wrested from Kesh, and then the Tsurani invasion. The people of the Far Coast had known peace for a century and had almost nothing to do with Kesh, save for the occasional trader looking for a market hungry for exotic goods.
  


  
    But east of the Straits of Darkness it was another matter. The border between the two giant nations had long borne witness to skirmishes and incursions as one side or the other sought advantage. The last time a major assault on the Kingdom had occurred had been on the heels of the invasion by the forces of the Emerald Queen. With the entire West in rubble, Kesh had moved against Krondor, only to be sent home with its tail between its legs by the power of the sorcerer Pug. He had scolded both sides against such wasteful recklessness and thus had earned the enmity of the Crown. Yet his lesson had held, as there had been little by way of conflict between the two giant nations for almost fifty years. The occasional border clash in the Vale of Dreams was not unusual, but this was the first hint of any major military action against the Kingdom by the Empire of Great Kesh.
  


  
    Henry said, “They expect a move against Krondor?”
  


  
    Reinman shrugged. “What the King’s council expects, I have no idea. If Kesh moves against Krondor, Yabon will have to move south in support, and you no doubt will be sent east to support Yabon. But that’s just speculation. All I know is that I have my orders from the mouth of Lord Jamison.”
  


  
    “Richard or James?”
  


  
    “James.”
  


  
    Henry let out a long sigh. Richard was the Prince’s Knight-Marshal, second cousin to James, who was a lot closer to the Crown in Rillanon. If the message came from him, it really did mean war was coming. “So, Jim was in Krondor?”
  


  
    “The man seems to be everywhere,” said Reinman, mopping his head one more time with the towel. “I don’t know how he does it, but I hear from this bloke or that that he was seen a week ago in Rillanon, then I see him in Krondor, and unless he’s sprouted wings and flown I don’t know how he could do that short of killing a string of horses and not sleeping for a week.”
  


  
    “He has his ways, obviously,” said the Duke. “Change into something dry and come into the hall. Dinner’s still on the table and I’m sure the boys will pester you with questions once I tell everyone what’s going on.”
  


  
    “You’re going to tell everyone?”
  


  
    “Remember where you are, Captain. This is Crydee. If there’s been a Keshian spy around here in the last ten years he was lost and wandering far from anywhere he should be.
  


  
    “And I must instruct Earl Robert as well as send messages down to Tulan so Earl Morris can begin his muster.” He smiled. “After the entrance you made if you think I could tell my wife that this is a matter of state… well, you don’t remember my wife very well.”
  


  
    With a grin the captain said, “Well, yes, there is that.”
  


  
    “Besides, my boys are old enough that they need to learn some warcraft, and while I’m loath to see them fight this young, they are conDoins.”
  


  
    “Aye, my lord, there is that as well.”
  


  
    The Duke led Reinman into the hall where the others waited expectantly. He motioned for the servants to depart, then quickly recounted the very simple but vital order from the Crown.
  


  
    Earl Robert shook his head. “Muster. It’s a bad time of year, my lord. Spring planting begins in a few weeks.”
  


  
    “I know, but wars are inconvenient at any time of the year. Still, we can muster levies in stages. One man in three to report as soon as word reaches, outfit and train and return to the village in two weeks or three, the next man, then the last, and by the time we reach full muster, the planting should be in.”
  


  
    “If the rain stops,” added Martin with a sour expression. “The ground won’t be ready for most crops for a week if it stops tomorrow, Father.”
  


  
    “Farmer, are you?” asked Reinman with a grin.
  


  
    Brendan returned the grin while Martin tried to suppress a chuckle. “Father believes in the old virtues. We were forced to work at every apprenticeship in the Duchy for a week or two as we grew up, the better to understand the lives of our subjects.”
  


  
    “The King’s subjects,” corrected his father. “The citizens of the duchy are ours to protect, but they belong to no man, not even the King, though they are charged to obey him. As are we. Such is the tradition of the Great Freedom, upon which our nation is founded.”
  


  
    “So I’ve been told,” said Brendan rolling his eyes.
  


  
    Martin changed the subject: “Captain, how did you manage that… event, in the harbour, with the light bubble in the midst of the storm?”
  


  
    “Ah!” said Reinman, obviously delighted. “That was my weather witch.”
  


  
    “Weather witch?” asked the Duke.
  


  
    “Well, he’s not really a witch, I’ll grant you, but ‘weather magician’ doesn’t roll off the tongue quite as neatly. Besides, it annoys him.”
  


  
    “Who is he?”
  


  
    “Bellard, by name,” answered the captain. “One of the lot from Stardock. He was up with the elves north of here for a couple of years, learning weather magic from their spellweavers.” He nodded in thanks as a mug of steaming mulled wine was presented to him by a servant. He sipped at this for a moment, then put down the mug and said, “Quite good at it too, save for one problem.”
  


  
    “What would that be?” asked Earl Robert.
  


  
    “He drinks.”
  


  
    “Ah, a drunkard,” said Martin.
  


  
    “Well, not really,” said the captain. “He was having the devils trying to learn the magic, and got tipsy at one of the moon festivals or sun festivals or flower festivals or whatever it is the elves use as an excuse to get drunk and carry on, so they did, and apparently not wishing to offend his hosts, he did as well. Then the fun began. As I hear the story, after several cups of wine, he caused quite a little tempest in the middle of the forest. Took a few of the spellweavers a bit of time to make things right.
  


  
    “So Bellard discovered that because he’s a human, not an elf, or at least that’s what he thinks, he has to be drunk to make the magic work.”
  


  
    “Ah!” said Brendan in obvious delight. “He must love that!”
  


  
    “Actually, quite the opposite. Turns out the other thing Bellard discovered at that festival was he didn’t care for strong drink. We have to hold him down and pour the grog down his gullet if we need his craft.”
  


  
    Everyone was wide-eyed at that, and indeed Brendan and his father were both open-mouthed as well. Then the room erupted into laughter. Even the captain chuckled. “He fair hates it, really. But he drinks and does a masterful job, as you could see tonight, creating that bubble of calm in the middle of the storm. He pushed us along with a steady wind for three days, once, on a run from Rillanon around the southern nations up to Krondor— when we would have been becalmed for goodness knows how many days. Had the grandfather of all thumping heads for days after that and a sour stomach to put a man off food for life.”
  


  
    “Why does he do it?” asked Lady Bethany. “Surely there are other magics he’s more suited to?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” said Reinman with a laugh. “Perhaps it’s because I told him he was pressed into service on the Prince’s writ and had no choice?”
  


  
    “You didn’t?” said the Duke. “The press was outlawed after the war with the Tsurani.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Reinman with an evil barking laugh, “but he doesn’t know that.”
  


  
    Laughter burst out again, though Brendan and the ladies all looked pained at the amusement at such duplicity. Reinman said, “In the end, he will be well rewarded. His service to the Crown will not be taken for granted.”
  


  
    Martin said, “What of Hal?”
  


  
    “Yes,” added Brendan, “should he be recalled?”
  


  
    “As to that,” replied Reinman before the Duke could answer, “for the time being, the Prince would appreciate it if we kept word of the Western muster from Eastern ears.”
  


  
    Henry waved the captain to a chair and held up his hand. Martin was standing closest to the door, so he opened it and motioned the servants waiting outside to enter. “Serve us, then leave us,” the Duke told his staff.
  


  
    The servants hurried to make sure everyone at the table was supplied with more food and drink, then left.
  


  
    “Sending the servants away?” asked Robert.
  


  
    “They gossip, and while I trust all in this household, a stray word to a merchant, or a visiting seaman, would be un fortunate…” He paused, “Now, Jason, what aren’t you telling us?”
  


  
    Reinman smiled. “Just rumours. Before I left Rillanon last it was being said the King was ill, again.”
  


  
    Henry sat back. “Cousin Gregory was never the man his father was,” he said softly. “And with no sons…”
  


  
    “He would save a lot of trouble naming Oliver as his heir,” said Robert.
  


  
    Reinman sat back. “Prince Edward would appreciate that,” he observed dryly. “The Prince of Krondor can hardly wait for the King to name another to the post and let him retire back to ‘civilization’ as he likes to call the capital.” Reinman shrugged. “As capitals go, Krondor’s not such a bad place, though it does lack a certain grandeur. Edward lives in deathly fear that somehow he’s going to make a terrible mistake one day and end up King.” They all laughed.
  


  
    “Eddie was always a caretaker appointment,” said Henry thoughtfully. “He has no political support and no ambition. I think if the Congress rallied and named him King after Gregory, he’d find a way to reject the crown and run off to his estates. He has a lavish villa on a small island off Roldem.”
  


  
    Robert added, “Where it is said his wife spends most of her time…” he glanced at the ladies “…reviewing the household guard.”
  


  
    The Duchess raised an eyebrow. “Who are reputed to all be very handsome, very young and… very tall.”
  


  
    Countess Marriann and the Lady Bethany both laughed out loud at the remarks, while the two boys exchanged glances before Brendan’s eyes widened and he said, “Oh!”
  


  
    “Marriages of state are not always what they might be,” said his mother, as if that was all that needed to be added.
  


  
    Reinman seemed uncomfortable. “You were speaking of Hal,” he said. “How is he doing at that school in Roldem?”
  


  
    “‘That school in Roldem’ was the royal university, the finest educational facility in the world. It had been created originally for Roldem’s nobility and royalty as a place where they could study art, music, history, and the natural sciences, as well as magic and military skills. But over the years it had attracted the best from every surrounding kingdom and the Empire, until it had become almost a necessity for any young man of rank seeking to advance.
  


  
    “No one from the Far Coast has attended before,” said Henry, “but Hal seems to be enjoying it, or at least so his letters suggest.”
  


  
    “He’s entering the Masters’ Court Championship,” said Brendan to the captain.
  


  
    “That’s a feather in his cap if he wins,” said Reinman.
  


  
    Henry glanced at a shuttered window, as if he could somehow see the still-pouring rain outside. “Given the distance, it’s about midday in Roldem. He may be competing now, if he hasn’t already been eliminated.”
  


  
    The swordsman lunged while the crowed watched in silent admiration as the combatants parried furiously. They were evenly matched and this was the first of three bouts to name the new Champion of the Masters’ Court.
  


  
    The dark-haired youth from the Far Coast of the Kingdom had been an unexpected challenger who had been discounted by the betting touts in the early rounds. As he rose rapidly, vanquishing his first three opponents easily, the betting had shifted quickly, until now he was considered an even bet to emerge as the new champion.
  


  
    His opponent had been the favourite, a blond youth of roughly the same age.
  


  
    Henry conDoin, eldest son of Duke Henry of Crydee, parried, riposted, then feinted left and lunged right. “Touché!” cried out the Master of the Court.
  


  
    The crowd erupted in appreciative applause.
  


  
    The two combatants exchanged bows and retired to separate corners of the huge duelling hall that was the heart of the Masters’ Court in Roldem City.
  


  
    The blond youth returned to stand by his father. “He’s very good.”
  


  
    Talwin Hawkins, the thirty-second Champion of the Masters’ Court, nodded, then smiled at his son. “Almost as good as you. You’ll have to be a little more focused. Even though you watched him, you didn’t expect him to be this quick. Now he can take risks, because he only needs one touch to win. You need two.”
  


  
    Ty Hawkins turned a slightly sour expression on his father. He knew he was right, for young Tyrone Hawkins, the twenty-five-year-old son of a former champion, had been such a dominating force in the Masters’ Court as a student that he had entered the competition a heavy favourite. That reputation had aided him in easily disposing of all his early opponents, and he had become a little too self-confident in his father’s estimation.
  


  
    “He favours a triple combination,” Tal said to his son. Looking into the young man’s face he considered how much he resembled his mother, Teal, and how deeply Tal had come to love him, even though he wasn’t his true father. Large blue eyes and a dusting of freckles gave a boyish countenance to a strong young face, with a smile that made him charming to the ladies. “If you can recognize it as he begins,” he went on, “you can get under his second feint and reach him.”
  


  
    “And if I don’t recognize it, he’ll win the match,” Ty said wryly.
  


  
    Returning the lad’s crooked smile, Tal said, “Worse things happen.”
  


  
    “True,” said Ty. “Nobody dies here… usually.”
  


  
    That got him a dark look from his father, for part of the lore of the Masters’ Court was the attempt on his father’s life by two opponents that had ended in the first intentional bloodshed in the Court in a hundred and fifty years.
  


  
    Waiting for the second round of the final bout to be signalled, both young men regarded their surroundings. Ty had been to the training floor countless times, but for Henry it was his first visit to the Court; indeed it was his first visit to Roldem. He had seen this hall for the first time when he was allowed his four practice bouts against the instructors only two days ago.
  


  
    Yet for both young men the grandeur of the vast hall was still daunting. Large carved wooden columns surrounded a massive wooden floor which had been polished to a gleam like metal, like burnished copper. Intricate patterns had been worked into the floor. These served a function beyond aesthetics, for each pattern defined a duelling area, from the confined, narrow duel-ling path for rapier fencing, to the larger octagon for longer blades.
  


  
    This was the reason the Masters’ Court existed.
  


  
    More than two centuries earlier, the King of Roldem had commanded a tourney to name the greatest swordsman in the world. Contestants of all rank— noble and common— had travelled from as far away as the southernmost province of the Empire of Great Kesh, the distant Free Cities of Natal, and all points in between. The prize had been fabled: a golden broad-sword studded with gems. It was a prize unmatched in the kingdom’s history.
  


  
    For two weeks the contest had continued, until a local noble, Count Versi Dango, had triumphed. To the King’s astonishment, the Count had announced he would reject the prize so that the King might use the sword to pay for the construction of an academy dedicated to the art of the blade, and there hold this recurring contest, thus creating the Masters’ Court.
  


  
    The King had ordered the construction of this school, covering an entire city block in the heart of the island kingdom’s capital, and over the years it had been rebuilt and refined until it now resembled a palace as much as a school. When it was finished, another tourney was held, and Count Dango had successfully defended his reputation as premier swordsman in the world. Every five years swordsmen gathered to compete for the title of Champion of the Masters’ Court. Four times Dango had prevailed as the ultimate victor, until a wound had prevented him from competing further.
  


  
    Now, the instructor who was Master of the Competition signalled for the two combatants to return. Both young men assumed their positions as the Master held out his arm between them. They approached and raised their blades; the Master took hold of the points, brought them together, then stepped back crying, “Fence!”
  


  
    Instantly Ty launched a wicked overhand lunge that almost struck home, driving Henry back a step. Then Ty recovered and took a step forward, his sword extended, his left hand resting on his hip, not raised in the air for balance as most fencers favoured. His father had taught him there was little advantage in doing this unless one overbalanced since holding the hand aloft robbed you of energy; not a severe problem on the fencing floor, but one that could get you killed in a battle.
  


  
    Henry took a slight hopping step and started a circular motion with his blade, and Ty knew he was about to try that same triple move that had cost him a touch. Instead of pulling back on the second feint, Ty extended his arm, gaining right of way, and made an extraordinary low lunge, which struck Henry less than an inch above his belt, but still it was a clean strike. Even before the Master could announce it, Henry shouted, “Touché!”
  


  
    Both combatants stood at attention for a moment, saluted one another, then turned to their respective ends of the floor. Henry came over to where his trainer, Swordmaster Phillip, waited. “He saw that one coming,” said the old warrior.
  


  
    Henry nodded and removed the basket helmet worn during these combats. Slightly out of breath, he said, “I was foolish to try the same move twice. He cozened me into trying that with his high lunge. Made me think he was desperate.” He took the offered towel and wiped his face. “So now we come down to one touch for the championship.”
  


  
    “Too bad your father isn’t here. Win or lose this last touch, you’ve done your family proud, Hal.”
  


  
    Henry nodded. “Better than I expected, really.”
  


  
    “Your many-greats-uncle Arutha was reputed to be a wicked swordsman. Seems you’ve inherited that skill.”
  


  
    With a tired grin, Henry said, “Good thing, ’cause I’m nothing like the bowman my great-great-grandfather Martin was.”
  


  
    “Or your grandfather, or your father,” said the Swordmaster dryly.
  


  
    Realizing the rare compliments were over, Henry returned his mask and said, “Or my little brother.”
  


  
    “Or that lad who works at the blacksmith’s.”
  


  
    “So, what you’re saying is, I should win this.”
  


  
    “That’s the general idea.”
  


  
    The two combatants returned to the fencing floor and the waiting Master of the Court. He held out his hand and the two young men raised their swords. He gripped the two padded points then removed his hand suddenly, shouting, “Fence!”
  


  
    Back and forth fought the two young swordsmen, equal in gifts and guile. They measured, attacked, regrouped and defended in an instant. The life of a match such as this was measured in seconds, yet everyone in the audience was not anxious for it to conclude. And they were not to be disappointed.
  


  
    Across the floor, advance and retreat, to and fro, the two young swordsmen battled. Experienced warriors like Tal Hawkins and Swordmaster Phillip recognized that the two duellists were evenly matched: Ty possessed slightly better technique, but Henry was just a touch quicker. The winner would be decided by whoever made the first mistake, either in concentration, mistiming, or succumbing to fatigue.
  


  
    With a rhythm of its own, the contest moved in a furious staccato, punctuated by brief pauses as the two combatants took a moment to assess one another.
  


  
    Then Ty launched a furious high-line attack, driving Henry back towards his own end of the floor. If he could be forced to step across his own end line, he would lose on a fault.
  


  
    “Oh…” said Swordmaster Phillip as his finest student retreated in a way that looked as if he was losing control. But before he could accept that his pupil was about to be defeated by a clever attack, a remarkable thing happened.
  


  
    Ty thrust at the highest point a legal touch was permitted— the tunic just below the face-guard— a move which should have caused Henry to move either to his right or his left, as he had no room behind him. Either step would have taken him off line and out of the prescribed area, causing him to forfeit the match, or to lose his balance.
  


  
    But Henry simply kept his left foot firmly planted a scant fraction of an inch before the end line, twisted his body and slid his right leg forward, allowing the tip of Ty’s foil to cut through the air just above his canvas tunic. As he slid forward, Henry extended his arm and found Ty running right up against his foil tip.
  


  
    The crowd gasped as the two combatants froze in tableau. For the briefest second there was no sound in the room, then the Master of Ceremonies shouted, “Judges?”
  


  
    Four judges, one at each corner of the combat area, were required to signal a valid touch. The two closest to Henry’s end of the floor looked at one another, each unsure of what he had just seen. Henry now sat on the floor, in a full split, one leg straight ahead and one behind, while Ty held his position, his body bowing Henry’s blade. “This is really uncomfortable,” Hal said just loud enough that those nearby could hear.
  


  
    “Embarrassing, really,” said Ty.
  


  
    The Master signalled for the two judges to join him and said, “Contestants, return to your positions.”
  


  
    Ty held out his left hand and Henry took it, letting his op ponent pull him to his feet. “That looked painful,” said Ty as he removed his helmet.
  


  
    Removing his own helmet, Henry brushed his dark brown hair aside and winced. “You have no idea.”
  


  
    As Henry reached him, Swordmaster Phillip said, “I’ve never seen a move like that before. What was it?”
  


  
    “Desperation,” said Henry. Taking the offered towel, he dried his face. “He really is better than I am, you know that?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Phillip softly, “but not by much. And not enough for you not to contest. He may win, but so may you.”
  


  
    “What’s taking the judges so long?”
  


  
    “My guess is they’re arguing about right of way. Tyrone was still extended, so you had no right of way, even though he ran right up on your sword-point. I’d rule it a non-touch and make you do it over again.”
  


  
    “I don’t think I can,” said Henry with a wince. “I think I’m going to need to see a healer if I ever want to have children.”
  


  
    “Probably just a muscle. Rest for a while and it will heal.”
  


  
    “I can feel my left leg is not what it should be, Swordmaster. It feels weaker than it ought to and if I push off, even a little, it hurts like demon fire.”
  


  
    Phillip stepped back. “Try to lunge.”
  


  
    Henry attempted a lunge just to Phillip’s right and lost his balance. Phillip caught him before he could collapse to the floor. He patted the young man on the shoulder affectionately, then said in a loud voice, “Masters of the Court!”
  


  
    The three masters who had been taking council in the hall turned as one and the seniormost said, “What is it?”
  


  
    “We must withdraw.”
  


  
    There was an audible groan of disappointment through the hall from the spectators as the Master of Ceremonies said, “Why do you withdraw?”
  


  
    “My young master is injured and unable to continue.”
  


  
    Ty and his father crossed the floor. As they neared the judges, Ty said, “I can wait if young Lord Henry needs time to recover. An hour if needed, or perhaps tomorrow?”
  


  
    Henry was limping visibly now. He shook his head. “No, good sir. I cannot continue and,” he said with a wince, “I suspect I will not be at my best for a while.” He smiled at his opponent. “Well won, young Hawkins.” Lowering his voice he added, “You probably would have won in any event. You really are the best I have met.”
  


  
    “Fairly said,” returned Ty, “and no one has ever pressed me as hard as you.” He looked at the three judges, who nodded.
  


  
    The Master of Ceremonies proclaimed, “As young Lord conDoin cannot continue we judge this match concluded. Hail the Champion of the Masters’ Court, Tyrone Hawkins!”
  


  
    The crowd was obviously disappointed at the lack of a resolution by combat, but after a hesitant start, they cheered loudly. Even if the final touch was absent, the tourney had provided days of entertainment and the champion was without a doubt an exceptional swordsman.
  


  
    When the applause died down, Ty said quietly, “This will come as a great relief to the King’s Master of Ceremonies, for to postpone the great gala would put the man into an apoplexy.”
  


  
    Henry glanced over at the royal box where the King and his family had been watching the finals and saw a visible expression of relief on the Master of Ceremonies’ face as he moved to stand before the King.
  


  
    “Time to get your prize,” Tal Hawkins told his son. To Henry he said, “Please, you must let me send a healer friend: he can get you right in a day or two. Those groin injuries are more than annoying; I know. If not treated quickly, they can linger for months, years even.”
  


  
    Hal nodded his acceptance of the offer.
  


  
    The two finalists and their companions were escorted to the royal box where they bowed before the King of Roldem. King Carol was an ageing man with grey hair, but he still looked alert and happy. Next to him sat his wife, Queen Gertrude, and to her side stood their youngest son, Prince Grandprey, who was only a few years older than the two combatants and was dressed in the uniform of a general of the Royal Army; and his sister the Princess Stephané, resplendent in a gown of softly folded yellow silk, which spread gracefully out to the floor. Her shoulders were bare and her somewhat daring décolletage was hidden by a sheer shoulder wrap of the same hue. Her choice of colours made a dramatic contrast to her chestnut hair and striking brown eyes.
  


  
    Henry tried not to blush as he looked away from her, then he noticed Ty Hawkins was staring boldly at the King’s daughter. And instantly decided he disliked the victor of the contest.
  


  
    On the King’s right side stood Crown Prince Constantine, the Heir Apparent to the throne, and the middle son, Prince Albér, the Heir Presumptive. Henry and Tyrone both bowed before the royal family.
  


  
    The Master of Ceremonies said, “Your majesties, your highnesses, the victor and vanquished of today’s final match. Lord Henry of Crydee, approach.”
  


  
    As the first among those who were defeated by the winner, Henry was awarded a miniature silver sword. As he knelt to receive the gift from the hand of the Crown Prince, the King said, “Shame to end this way, lad; you’ve acquitted yourself admir ably. Still, second is nothing to be ashamed of. Maybe you’ll have better luck in the next tourney.”
  


  
    “Your majesty is gracious,” said Henry, accepting the sword and with some discomfort returning to stand next to Swordmaster Phillip.
  


  
    “We’ll send a healer over to your quarters at the university, and have that… leg seen to. You must be ready for tomorrow’s gala,” said the King.
  


  
    “I thank your majesty,” said Hal, bowing. “Tyrone Hawkins of Olasko,” intoned the Master of Ceremonies. Ty knelt and the King said, “Young Hawkins, I gave the King’s prize to your father many years ago.” He gave Tal a rueful smile. “That was a day we’ll never forget.”
  


  
    The bout had ended in the death of two of Tal’s opponents: a trained swordsman from Kesh who had come with one purpose, to kill the young swordsman, and a lieutenant in the army of Olasko who had been among those responsible for the death of most of Tal’s people.
  


  
    The King said, “So concludes this contest, and we shall gather in five years to see if young Hawkins can continue his family’s achievements. I bid you, good lords, ladies, and gentlemen, a fair day and will welcome many of you to our gala tomorrow night.”
  


  
    Everyone who had been seated rose when the King stood, and led his wife and family from the Hall of the Masters’ Court. As Ty turned to find Hal staring at him with a narrowed gaze, a man wended his way though the press of folk leaving the building to come and stand before Tal.
  


  
    But it was Hal who spoke first, “Lord Jamison!”
  


  
    James Dasher Jamison, Baron of the Prince’s Court in Krondor, nodded at the young nobleman and then to Ty and his father. “Well, Jim,” said Tal Hawkins, “this is an unexpected pleasure.”
  


  
    Lord Jamison, also known as Jim Dasher to some, glanced around the room and said, “Unexpected, I warrant, but hardly a pleasure.” Lowering his voice a little he added, “We need to speak in private, Hawkins.” Then he turned to Hal and said, “Don’t wander too far, Hal. I need to speak with you as well.”
  


  
    Moving a short distance away from the throng surrounding the victor, Jim said, “Tal, I need to ask you a favour.”
  


  
    “What?” replied Hawkins. His relationship with Jim Dasher and everyone else associated with the Conclave of Shadows had been a mixed one at best. They had saved his life as a child but exacted a high price in service, and even now, after he had been formally released from their service, they still were a presence in his life. He knew he owed all that he was to them, but there was no tender affection in his sense of obligation.
  


  
    “I need you to keep a close watch on young conDoin over there.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Something’s coming. I will tell you more tonight, in private.”
  


  
    “Very well, but how am I to keep watch over him while he’s at the university living in the students’ dormitory?”
  


  
    “We don’t let him return there.” Jim glanced over his shoulder at the two young swordsmen and their admirers. “Invite him to dine with your family at the River House tonight and I’ll chance by afterwards to have words with you both. Yes, that would serve.”
  


  
    “Very well, again,” said Hawkins, nodding his head once, then moving past the dark-eyed Kingdom noble.
  


  
    Jim Dasher glanced around the room, trying to discern who might be observing him. If Kesh had agents in the room— which was almost certain— they would be very good at their jobs, which meant that he stood scant chance of identifying them. Still, a moment to scan the room was a little price to pay against the slight chance an agent might make a mistake and reveal himself.
  


  
    Or herself, he amended as he caught sight of a young woman staring at him, then averting her eyes a moment later. Jim resisted an impulse to sigh; irrespective of her true intent, she had wished to be noticed, and notice her he had. If she was only an am bitious status-seeker, singling out the slightly older, but still very eligible nobleman from the Kingdom for a possible profitable liaison, or a Keshian spy, he had to find out.
  


  
    Relaxing his expression and attempting to appear merely an interested spectator in the day’s events, he appeared to meander through the crowd, but made a straight path towards this woman.
  


  
    A brief distraction arrived in the form of Lord Carrington, a minor court baron attached to the Kingdom’s delegation to Roldem, a fussy, officious man with an inflated sense of his ability at diplomacy and a strong appetite for gossip. “Lord Jamison!” he exclaimed, taking Jim’s hand for a brief, limp squeeze.
  


  
    “My lord,” said Jim trying not to take his eyes off the beautiful brunette he felt certain was a Keshian spy.
  


  
    “Pity young Lord Henry didn’t continue,” said Carrington. “Had a bit of gold wagered on him and it would have done wonders for the Isles to have a champion in the Masters’ Court. Still,” he said glancing over his shoulder to where Ty and Hal still talked to the onlookers, “I suppose it’s the next best, what with Hawkins over there claiming some title or another in the west, even though he now resides in Olasko.”
  


  
    Sensing a potentially long conversation, Jim said, “I’ve known Talwin Hawkins for years, my lord Baron. His title is not ‘claimed’ but his own.”
  


  
    “Oh?” Like every other member of the King’s court in Rillanon, Carrington wasn’t entirely certain what Jim did for the Crown, but he knew it was important and, besides, his grandfather was still Duke of Rillanon. “I see.”
  


  
    “Somehow I don’t think you do,” said Jim under his breath, then loudly spoke up. “Excuse me, my lord, I must speak to someone over there.”
  


  
    Before the portly courtier could reply, Jim was away from him and heading straight towards a large pillar next to which the object of his attention had paused. The woman glanced at Jim, and a small, almost flirtatious smile crossed her lips. Jim wondered if perhaps he had misjudged the woman: perhaps she wasn’t a agent of the Empire but merely a young woman with her eye on a man of position and wealth.
  


  
    He reached the pillar a moment after she had passed behind it, and she was nowhere to be seen.
  


  
    “I’ll be damned,” Jim muttered, glancing around. He was very good at keeping watch on someone in a crowd, even across a busy market in a big city, but for the moment, he seemed to have met his match. She was better.
  


  



  • Chapter Three •


  


  Mysteries


  


  



  
    DINNER HAD BEEN FESTIVE.
  


  
    At Tal Hawkins’ request, Hal and Phillip had dined at the River House, a restaurant located in one of the richer districts in the city. Named after the original establishment Hawkins had opened in the city of Olasko years earlier, it enjoyed much the same success and reputation as the original. The food was splendid, the most important personages in the Kingdom came to dine there, and not being a tavern or inn, the dining room was not crowded with travellers, merchants, and foreigners. In other words, the establishment appealed to the worst in Roldemish elitism and snobbery.
  


  
    To Hal’s surprise, a healer had arrived before the meal and had used some impressive magic to heal the groin injury and now he was beginning to wish he had agreed to a one-day postponement. He found himself drawn to Ty, though he still was fairly sure he disliked him after the way he had looked at the Princess. Hal was working himself into a fair state of youthful jealousy over a girl he hadn’t even spoken with, despite the fact it was a foregone conclusion he was to marry Lady Bethany of Carse.
  


  
    Jim had acted as host at dinner, despite the invitation coming from Tal. At first Hal and Phillip had been a little surprised, but after the first course of wine and food arrived, all questions of who had made the invitation were put aside. For Hal and Phillip, this was the finest meal they had ever had.
  


  
    At the halfway point, Hal said, “I feel fit to burst, my lord Hawkins, yet I can’t wait to see what your next culinary surprise is.”
  


  
    “Not ‘my lord,’ just Tal.”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “Our host is being modest. He holds the title of Court Baron in the Kingdom, though he abides in Olasko now, and has a few commendations from Roldem.” For years an in dependent duchy, Olasko had become part of the Kingdom of Roldem as part of a treaty settlement after the last independent duke, Kaspar, had been deposed. Tal had played a major hand in that and as a result was highly regarded in Roldem. He still resided in Olasko, but kept quarters in the River House.
  


  
    “Still,” said Tal, “I fear my patents are—” he glanced at Jim, “not of sufficient import to deserve the honorific.” In fact, both men knew that the original role played by Tal, that of an obscure Kingdom noble, was a charade. Born of a tribal people high in the mountains called the High Fastness which bordered Olasko to the west, he had been one of the few survivors of a brutal war waged on his nation. Fate and circumstance, and the invisible hand of the Conclave of Shadows had led him around the world and had gained him fame and wealth, but it had come at a bitter price. Finally, he said, “Just Tal is fine.”
  


  
    “Where did you learn to fence?” Ty asked Hal. “I didn’t expect such skill from someone from…” he paused as if trying to pick his next words carefully. The Far Coast of the Kingdom might as well have been on another world to those who lived around the Sea of Kingdoms.
  


  
    Hal grinned. “The rustic West?” he supplied.
  


  
    Swordmaster Phillip shrugged. “It’s true, but there are several lads I’ve trained who would be no shame to the Duchy of Crydee had they come in his stead.”
  


  
    “It’s not all broadswords and heater shields,” said Hal. “Our family’s tradition is to train in a variety of weapons. The Far Coast is heavily wooded, with few places for battles on open land, so we train as we must to defend our homes.”
  


  
    “Interesting,” said Tal. “I know from experience that terrain is critical, and those who do not know how to fight where they find themselves are at a disadvantage.” He was thinking of his mountain ous homeland and how different warfare was there compared to the more civilized regions of the Eastern Kingdoms where there were roads and rivers to transport armies and their necessities.
  


  
    “We have a good number of archers,” said Hal. “Both bondsmen and franklins, most of whom are skilled hunters with the longbow.”
  


  
    At that Tal smiled.
  


  
    “You know the bow?” asked Phillip.
  


  
    As wine was poured by the servants, Talwin began to shake his head, but it was Jim who answered. “He can take a rider out of his seat at a hundred yards.”
  


  
    Tal’s eyes narrowed. That story was only known to a few and up until this minute he would have bet every gold coin he had that Jim Dasher had never heard the tale of his hunting down the mercenary named Raven.
  


  
    After being silent for a brief second, Tal said, “Could once, but I fear my skills have declined with age.”
  


  
    Suddenly Swordmaster Phillip was animated. “You know, speaking of riders, there’s this new sort of bow, Keshian originally, a double recurved laminated with ox horn instead of heartwood. Have you seen it?”
  


  
    Jim caught Tal’s eye and Hawkins said, “Yes, but perhaps we can discuss archery another time, Swordmaster.” He had noticed that the last of the other diners had departed. “We are alone, Jim.”
  


  
    “The servants?”
  


  
    “All with me for years and trusted. If Roldem or Kesh has an agent in my employ, Pug’s got some magic-users who cannot do their jobs.”
  


  
    “Good enough,” said Jim. He turned first to Hal, then Tal, and said, “I have sought you out to bring you warnings, both of you.”
  


  
    “What?” asked the young Western lord, under the influence of a little too much wine, but not quite drunk.
  


  
    Jim held up his hand to silence him. “On instructions from the Prince of Krondor, the call has been sent to your father for the Western Muster.”
  


  
    Phillip was half out of his seat at hearing that. “I must return to Crydee at once!”
  


  
    “Please, sit,” said Jim. “You can’t find a ship until morning to get you to Salador, so abide a few moments longer.”
  


  
    “Why the muster?” Tal asked. “I would not have thought the West was at much risk.”
  


  
    “The Prince, at the King’s direction, is being cautious. All forces in the West— the Principality, the Southern Marches, Yabon, and Crydee— are to muster.” Jim sat back, obviously unhappy. “It’s what we don’t know that has us worried.” Glancing at Hawkins, he said, “Our Western friends are probably not too current with the gossip from the Imperial Keshian Court.”
  


  
    Hal said, “I suspect you’re not talking ladies’ fashions, as from what I hear, they hardly wear enough clothing to worry about such a thing.” Seeing that his humour was falling flat, he sat back in his chair and said, “Sorry,” to Ty’s obvious amusement.
  


  
    Tal shook his head. “Just that there’s a growing faction within their ruling body, the Gallery of Lords and Masters, between some of the Trueblood, especially among the Masters of the Chariots and some generals of the Inner Legion.”
  


  
    Phillip said, “If I know my history, it’s only about twenty years since the last time that alliance nearly plunged the Empire into civil war.”
  


  
    Jim paused for a moment, before saying, “Correct. Tal, what else is being gossiped about in the halls of power?” He was uncertain how much either man knew (and he was certain both boys were ignorant of) the true nature of the events Phillip referred to. An evil sorcerer by the name of Leso Varen had taken possession of the old Emperor’s body and almost destroyed the heart of Great Kesh. The story made public had been that Pug and other members of the Academy of Magicians at Stardock had hunted down a rogue spell-caster who had attempted to destroy the royal family.
  


  
    Tal continued, “Most of what we hear seems to be the usual Keshian politics. The envoys to the Court of Roldem are much as you’d expect; Truebloods with ties to the Imperial Family, loyal beyond question to the Emperor, so what we hear over dinner is fairly much what you’d expect from those worthies.” He looked at Jim. “Emperor Sezioti feels a debt to Pug and the Conclave, as well as having a much kinder perspective on the Kingdom for the aid that saved his family from Leso Varen.”
  


  
    “He does,” said Jim. “However, not so many in the Gallery of Lords and Masters feel as the Imperials do. Remember, it’s been more than twenty years since Sezioti took the throne, and while his brother Dangai still commands the Inner Legions, outside the Imperials there are many of the Trueblood who seek to expand their power.”
  


  
    “But war with the Kingdom?” asked Hal. “It makes no sense.”
  


  
    “On the surface,” said Jim. “But there are two things that make me itch.” He held up one finger. “A common enemy defuses internal conflict, and while the Emperor and his brother may feel some debt to the Kingdom for events long past, we’ve had more than enough bloodshed along the border, especially in the Vale of Dreams, to overwhelm those happier reminiscences.” He held up a second finger. “They smell weakness. The Kingdom has never been more vulnerable.”
  


  
    Tal let out a long sigh. “The King.”
  


  
    “Yes, the King. Gregory is weak. And while his father Patrick was hardly that, he was imprudent. He let his well-known temper bring him to insult Kesh on more than one occasion. So we’ve lacked a prudent ruler for many years.
  


  
    “Edward is a fine administrator, but the West has been almost forgotten in a generation, and…” He sat back.
  


  
    “What?” asked Hal, now alarmed. “You don’t expect Kesh to attack Crydee, certainly?”
  


  
    “We must prepare for all eventualities,” said Jim.
  


  
    Hal was suddenly focused, all hint of intoxication gone. “The muster will be kept close to home and no companies sent east until Krondor is threatened. Should we be attacked, Yabon will answer our call for reinforcements and Crydee’s forces will be sent to Yabon. Kesh would be foolish to sail up from Elarial and attack Tulan or Carse.”
  


  
    “You’ve a good military mind there, young Henry,” said Jim. “But logic in war is often knowing things your enemy does not.”
  


  
    “We must be prepared,” said Phillip, frowning. He had reached his limit of understanding. He might be a fine soldier and a decent tactician but complex strategy was beyond his area of expertise.
  


  
    “What makes you think Kesh might strike in the West?” asked Tal.
  


  
    Choosing his words carefully, for only a handful of men in the Kingdom really understood his true role in the affairs of the Kingdom, Jim said, “I am led to believe there are large mobilizations of forces in the South, including garrisons in the Keshian Confederacy.” The Confederacy was a large region of tribal lands, city states, and loose alliances dominated and controlled by Kesh for centuries, though they had never been fully pacified.
  


  
    “Can they draw forces from the garrisons in the Confederacy?”
  


  
    “Normally, no,” answered Jim. An expression of concern crossed his face for a moment before it became unreadable once more.
  


  
    “The nations of the Confederacy are constantly in one of two conditions: open rebellion against the Empire, or planning the next rebellion. Those legions are vital for the stability of the southern third of the Empire. Without them, the Confederates would sweep north and occupy as much Imperial land as possible.”
  


  
    Ty glanced at his father, then asked Jim, “Why? I mean, if the Empire pulls its forces out of the Confederacy, wouldn’t the people in the Confederacy just… let them go away?”
  


  
    Jim forced a smile. “Not much Keshian history in your edu cation, eh?” He turned serious again. “If you were to ride through that region, Ty, you’d find yourself in a miserable land.”
  


  
    He put his hands together and formed a circle, thumbs pointing upward, an inch apart. “Imagine this is the Confederacy. Across the top of the circle lie two ranges of mountains forming the Girdle of Kesh: the western, longer half is called the Belt.” He wiggled his right thumb. “The shorter, eastern half is the Clasp.” He wiggled his left thumb. “There are two towns on the north of the Girdle, Lockpoint and Teléman. Neither is rightly a town, more like very large garrisons with civilians to support them. Their task is to keep murderous hordes of very angry Confederates from sweeping north through the only major pass, between the Belt and the Clasp.
  


  
    “To the east of what passes for arable land is the Drahali-Kapur desert. To the west the Dragon Mere swamplands, and south an arid, rolling plain leading to more mountains, swamps, and woodlands aptly named the Forest of the Lost, because no one who’s ever ventured in there has come back to tell us what’s in there. As for the plains, they’re hardly useful: thin topsoil and little water, except when it’s storm season and everything is under three feet of water for a month.
  


  
    “In short, the people who reside in the Confederacy would prefer to live just about anywhere else in the world but on their own land. But, and here you see the perverse nature of human-kind in fullest flower, they’ll happily kill one another over who gets to squat on which miserable piece of land. There’s one town on a rocky peninsula called Brijané, home to the Brijaner sea raiders. The Imperial treasury pays them handsomely not to build ships to transport people north from the Confederacy. And they pretty much hate everyone else down there, especially the Ashunta horsemen.
  


  
    “But the one thing that keeps the mountain people from killing the flatlanders, the flatlanders from killing the swamp raiders and everyone from killing the desert-men is a universal hatred of the Empire. That’s what binds them together.”
  


  
    Jim looked off into the distance for a moment, thinking, then said, “No, I cannot begin to imagine how Kesh could strip her southern garrisons for a war in the north. Yet…”
  


  
    “Doesn’t the King have agents in Kesh?” Hal asked.
  


  
    Jim glanced at Tal and then said, “It is rumoured so.” He shrugged. “But information is scant and unreliable.”
  


  
    “Well, then,” said Hal. “We’ll just have to be ready for whatever Kesh brings.” He didn’t sound like a young man exhibiting false bravado, but rather a thoughtful future leader of men.
  


  
    Jim studied him for a moment, then glanced around. “It’s getting late and I must get to bed soon, for there’s a full day of diplomatic nonsense I must endure before tomorrow’s gala.” Everyone stood, and Jim said, “Hal, if I might request something.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “Do not return to the university tonight. With the hour late and stirrings of trouble in the air, I would sleep better knowing you are safe. You may be distant kin to his majesty, but you are still kin and I would feel a personal responsibility should anything happen to you while I was in this city.”
  


  
    Tal said, “We have extra rooms for those rare occasions when a patron is not safe to go home. The bedding is fresh. Ty, show our two guests to their rooms.”
  


  
    “You can travel to the university in the morning,” said Jim, “as you must look your best tomorrow evening.” To Phillip, he said, “Feel free to return to your duke, tomorrow, Swordmaster. Until certain matters here in Roldem are resolved, I will personally undertake to look after young Lord Henry’s well-being. Rest assured, and please let his father know this is the case.”
  


  
    “I will, sir. Then goodnight, gentlemen,” said Swordmaster Phillip.
  


  
    Ty led the two guests upstairs. When they were out of earshot, Tal said, “What’s really going on down there, Jim?”
  


  
    While not close, the two men knew each other well enough that Tal knew Jim was very high up in the King’s court, a much more important man than his rank indicated. He also knew Jim was in charge of the King’s intelligence service. And each knew the other had served the Conclave in the past.
  


  
    “I don’t know, Tal, and that’s the gods’ truth. What has me concerned is that all my reports from north of the Girdle are routine: everything in the Empire itself is calm. But all my agents south of the Girdle have gone silent.”
  


  
    “Silent?”
  


  
    “I haven’t had a report from anyone in the Confederacy in three months. The two men I’ve dispatched to see why have yet to return or report.”
  


  
    “Now I understand your worry.”
  


  
    “There’s something going on down there, and there are strange reports coming from the Imperial Court. There’s a faction of the Gallery of Lords and Masters that is almost outright calling for war against the Kingdoms.”
  


  
    “Kingdoms?”
  


  
    “Roldem as well as the Isles.”
  


  
    “Are they mad? Roldem’s fleet alongside the Isles would sweep every Imperial ship from the ocean. The Quegans would love an excuse to sack Durbin and Elarial in the West.”
  


  
    “They are not mad,” said Jim, tapping his cheek absently as if goading himself to think. “But if it’s true this makes no sense.”
  


  
    “What else?” asked Tal.
  


  
    “You don’t miss much, do you?”
  


  
    “My people are taught at a very early age to be observant, and the Conclave put me through some rigorous training.” With a small smile he said, “Why do you think I get so few invitations to play cards?” Then his features grew solemn once more. “You hid it well, but there’s something you didn’t tell young Lord Henry.”
  


  
    “The Prince is worried as to what might occur should Crydee be ordered to reinforce Krondor. It’s a small enough army— the smallest in the West— and there’s a lot of territory to protect.”
  


  
    “Protect?” Tal’s gaze narrowed. “If the attack is on Krondor, you don’t expect a simultaneous assault on the Far Coast, surely?”
  


  
    “Not from Kesh.”
  


  
    “Then from whom?”
  


  
    Jim shook his head. “Just suffice it to say the Prince is not sanguine about Crydee’s neighbours.”
  


  
    For a moment, Tal was confused. “The Free Cities…?” Then comprehension dawned. “The elves?”
  


  
    “The Star Elves, in particular. We’ve had a long and peaceful relationship with those in Elvandar, but these newcomers…” Jim fell silent. After a long moment he went on, “I don’t know what to tell you. They’ve made no hostile act, yet they are aloof and we get reports now and again of people wandering near their borders disappearing, never to be seen again. They’ve come to some sort of understanding with the dwarves to their south, but as I understand it, friendship is hardly the word. They are an unknown quantity, and unknowns make me very nervous.”
  


  
    “What do you hear from Pug?”
  


  
    “Nothing,” said Jim. “If the Conclave has heard rumours of war, they are not sharing them with me. Besides, Pug has always said he will not become involved in matters of national conflict again.”
  


  
    Talwin was silent as he thought about this, then said, “He might if such a war would weaken us enough to be unable to withstand another assault… like the Dasati.”
  


  
    Both men fell silent. An entire world, Kelewan, had been destroyed in a barely repulsed attack by powerful forces from another plane of reality. And for more than ten years all members of the Conclave, active or not, had been asked to keep their ears open for any news of demon activity.
  


  
    Jim said, “Perhaps I should presume to remind him of that?”
  


  
    “Perhaps,” agreed Tal, “you should. I wonder what Pug is up to these days?”
  


  
    Pug looked around the cave. Magnus held his hand aloft, using magic to create a bright light on the palm of his hand, which he moved around the room like a lantern. “We’re too late,” he said.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Amirantha. “What happened here happened more than a year ago.”
  


  
    Amirantha’s companion, the old warrior Brandos, knelt, complaining, “Ah. My knees aren’t what they once were.” He peered at the stones around the broken remnants of a wooden table. “Fair tore this place apart, it did.”
  


  
    Looking at the Demon Master, Pug asked, “What do you think happened?”
  


  
    Amirantha, Warlock of the Satumbria, considered the question. He was garbed in plainer fashion than he had affected when Pug had first met him. He was still vain enough to trim his beard daily and make sure his flowing dark hair was combed, but his florid robes with their golden and silver threading lay in a clothes chest at the old castle on Sorcerer’s Isle that served as the headquarters for the Conclave of Shadows. Unlike the mummery he had employed to flummox local nobles and convince them to pay him gold to chase away the very demons he summoned, his work with the Conclave had involved real danger and travelling under harsh conditions. Now he wore simple tunics and trousers and rugged leather boots.
  


  
    After thinking about the question for a moment, Amirantha said, “I think the object of our search conducted his last summoning here.” He pointed to a distant corner and Magnus turned his hand in that direction, throwing light upon it.
  


  
    The tall, white-haired magician, Pug’s sole surviving child, moved closer until they could see clearly what Amirantha had noticed. Outlined more darkly than the rock against which it lay was the form of a man, crouching. Brandos ran his hand over the surface of the cave wall. “It’s as if he was turned to ash and pounded into the rock itself.”
  


  
    The old fighter had been with Amirantha for most of his life, having been a boy when the Warlock had taken him under his care. Now looking older than his mentor, he turned to face Pug and the others. “I’ve seen this before, but I can’t remember where.”
  


  
    “I do,” said Amirantha. “Years ago, when you were a child, it happened at one of the very first summonings you were party to, remember?” When it became clear that Brandos didn’t, he prompted, “The cat?”
  


  
    “Oh!” responded Brandos as comprehension dawned. “Yes, the cat!”
  


  
    Amirantha said, “When Brandos was a child and came to live with me, I thought having a boy along would make me look even more credible as I came to rid a town or village of a demon. After all, what sort of mountebank would lovingly care for a child?”
  


  
    “Your kind,” said Brandos with a rueful smile.
  


  
    “The cat?” prompted Pug.
  


  
    “Yes, the cat. It’s a long tale, but the part that applies here is that my friend, when he was a boy, managed to interrupt one of my summonings at the worst possible moment. He was annoying a cat we had around the house and it fled into my chamber… well, instead of the tractable creature I expected, one showed up I’d never seen before or since. A massive winged monster that spewed fire of an incredible heat.”
  


  
    “Nearly burnt the entire house down,” added Brandos. Pug and Magnus could tell the story had been told enough times that it had become one of those family lore events that was treasured as much for the entertainment value as it had caused outrage and consternation at the time it had happened.
  


  
    “Unfortunately for the cat, but fortunately for me, the creature’s attention seem drawn to movement. I was motionless, in the midst of my summoning, while the cat was scampering, stopping only long enough to hiss at the demon.
  


  
    “The demon made short work of it, and I was able to banish it back to the demon realm, but not before, as Brandos said, a rather large fire had broken out in my chambers.
  


  
    “When we went back the next day to see what might be salvaged, the outline of the cat could clearly be seen against the wall, much as you see here.”
  


  
    “Another accident?” asked Pug, his brow furrowing. “Or another attempt by those behind the Demon War to destroy anyone who might eventually oppose them?”
  


  
    Looking around the cave, Amirantha said, “We can only speculate.”
  


  
    Pug’s frustration was surfacing. Since the advent of demon incursions into Midkemia, and especially after the events several years earlier at the abandoned Keshian fortress above the Valley of Lost Men, he was balked at every turn as he attempted to understand what was threatening his world. Something un precedented was occurring in the demon realm, which Pug and his companions referred to as the Fifth Circle, and while evidence of that upheaval and its potential danger to Midkemia was scant and infrequent, Pug knew that even though the Demon King Dahun had been destroyed attempting to enter this realm, they were still far from safe.
  


  
    In fact, one topic of conversation revisited on a regular basis with the Warlock was what could cause a powerful demon lord to flee from that realm into this one; not coming at the head of an army as had happened in the past, to conquer and destroy, but sneaking in disguised as a human, seeking to find a safe place to hide.
  


  
    To hide from what?
  


  
    That was always the question they were left with.
  


  
    With a last look around the cave, Pug said, “Magnus?”
  


  
    Understanding his father’s wishes, the younger magician motioned for the others to stand close to him and a moment later they were all back in the large entrance hall on Sorcerer’s Island.
  


  
    It was early spring and the weather was still cold and damp. “Have you ever considered rebuilding that lovely villa?” Brandos asked lightly.
  


  
    Pug shot him a sharp glance. The remnants of the sprawling estate that had housed his school of magic had been the scene of his worst defeat at the hands of those seeking to destroy the Conclave, and it had cost him the lives of his wife, son, and daughter-in-law, as well as over two dozen students. The charred timbers and stones still standing were being quickly overgrown with vines and wild grasses. In not too many more years it would be difficult for anyone chancing on the site to recognize it as the once-proud home of a thriving community.
  


  
    Without further comment Pug turned and walked away to speak with Jason, the magician who acted as the castle’s reeve, the man who was responsible for the fortification and those living within it while Pug and Magnus were absent.
  


  
    Brandos glanced at Magnus who shrugged slightly. If the white-haired magician understood his father’s reason for keeping the villa abandoned, he wasn’t sharing it. At first it had simply been a matter of expediency, in case enemies were spying on them, suggesting that the Conclave had been destroyed and that only a few refugees were left huddling for safety in the old castle on the bluffs overlooking the Bitter Sea. Which, Brandos conceded silently to himself, wasn’t that far from the truth.
  


  
    But the Conclave had endured, even thrived, though it was now scattered across the entire span of the world, with pockets of research and teaching located in isolated spots, while many who worked for the organization did so in the hearts of power, in various courts and capitals.
  


  
    Amirantha watched Magnus follow his father and turned to his old companion. “You still have a knack for it, don’t you?”
  


  
    “Apparently,” said Brandos. He let out a long sigh. “I’ve seen it before and I know you have. He’s hanging on by sheer will and there’s no joy in him.”
  


  
    Amirantha took a moment, then looked around. “Could there be any joy here?”
  


  
    Both men knew the answer already. They had supped with others from the Conclave here many times, a warm fire in the hearth, chatting about this and that, but on none of those oc casions had there been anything close to a sense of celebration. When a child was born, it was somewhere else. When the great holidays of Midwinter Day or Midsummer Day, the Planting Celebration, or the Harvest Festival came along they were largely ignored save perhaps for a minor remark.
  


  
    Of all in the Conclave, there was only a handful who resided permanently here in the castle. Among those who stayed were Amirantha, Brandos, and Brandos’s wife Samantha. Jason, the castle’s caretaker, Rose, his wife and a magician in her own right; and a very young apprentice, Maloc. And of course Pug and Magnus. There were always one or two others coming and going but those eight comprised the whole of the household of the castle.
  


  
    Brandos said, “We’ve seen a lot here, but there’s more to this than just a man having trouble moving on after the death of his wife and son.”
  


  
    Amirantha motioned for Brandos to follow him up the stairs leading to the tower room put aside for him. They passed the door into Brandos and Samantha’s quarters and the old fighter stopped briefly to put away his sword and shield and change out of his shirt. Then he followed his adopted father up to the topmost room.
  


  
    Brandos said, “We could go back to Gashen Tor. Samantha misses the women from the village.” The village was called Talumba and it was situated two days east of the city of Maharta, now the capital of the kingdom of Muboya. For an idle moment Amirantha wondered how Kaspar of Olasko was faring; he was the First Minister to the Maharaja of Muboya and had returned to serve his lord and master when they had finished with the demon gate business five years earlier.
  


  
    “No,” said Amirantha. “But take Samantha and go for a visit. I think it would do both of you some good.”
  


  
    “What about you?” asked Brandos, scrutinizing his foster-father for any sign of distress or sadness. The mood throughout this place tended towards melancholy and the Warlock was already a man given to dark introspection if given half a chance.
  


  
    “Actually, Gulamendis has invited me to visit him at E’bar.”
  


  
    Gulamendis was another Demon Master, one of the taredhel, or Star Elves, and he and Amirantha had become friends, or as friendly as one of those arrogant creatures could be with a human. Their affinity stemmed from a ravenous curiosity about all things demon, and Gulamendis has spent close to a year in residence here before returning to the city built in the Grey Tower Mountains by his people.
  


  
    “Well, say hello for me,” said Brandos. “Now, how do we get to Gashen Tor? Do you have one of those orb things, or is it a long sea voyage?”
  


  
    “I’ll ask Jason if he has one to lend.”
  


  
    “He may say no,” answered Brandos. “Seems they’re breaking down and none of the artificers, even of Tsurani descent up in LaMut, know how to fix them or make new ones.”
  


  
    Amirantha frowned. “I would have thought after all these years Pug would have seen to that.”
  


  
    A voice from the door said, “I know a great deal, Amirantha, but I don’t know everything.”
  


  
    Brandos hadn’t heard the magician come up the stairs, and he stepped aside to let him into the room.
  


  
    “No disrespect intended, Pug.”
  


  
    “I know,” said Pug. “I overheard a bit. So you’re going to visit the elves in E’bar?”
  


  
    “Overdue,” said Amirantha. He motioned for Pug to take the chair by the small desk, while he sat on his bed. “We’re at something of a dead end. I’m not entirely sure what specifically you’re seeking, but each piece of information your agents turn up leads us to a dead end.”
  


  
    “Very dead, sometimes,” said Brandos. Seeing his humour fall flat, he said, “I think I’ll go tell Samantha to pack up and we’ll talk about a visit home.”
  


  
    “Ask Magnus to take you and arrange a signal to fetch you back. You were right about the Tsurani orbs: we’re down to a scant few and need them for more pressing use.”
  


  
    “I understand. Thanks for lending us Magnus,” said Brandos as he departed.
  


  
    Amirantha watched him go. Then he looked over at the ma gician. “Pug, I don’t claim to know you well, but it has been over five years now. And I do know what a driven man looks like. I even share your sense of alarm over what we’ve discovered up to this point, but I detect an urgency in you that doesn’t seem entirely born out of what we know. What is it you’re not telling me?”
  


  
    Pug’s face was immobile, though his eyes searched the Warlock’s face. “A time is coming, soon, when I will tell you things you will wish I had never told you.” Then he got to his feet, turned away and hurried down the tower stairs.
  


  
    Amirantha was left alone to reflect on this. He had a nasty feeling that what Pug had just said was almost certainly true.
  


  



  • Chapter Four •


  


  Journey


  


  



  
    AMIRANTHA WAS ASTONISHED.
  


  
    He had been unprepared for the magnificence of the Star Elves’ city, E’bar. Although less than three years had elapsed since it had been completed, the city was anything but unfinished or roughly hewn but showed grace and beauty far beyond even the most impressive human achievements in Rillanon, the Jewelled City, capital of the Kingdom of the Isles, or the Upper City in the city of Kesh, home of the Imperial Family and the Truebloods.
  


  
    Here were few of the massive stone-and-wood constructions of humans; here, stone had been sculptured in a fashion far beyond any mortal mason’s ability. Amirantha roughly understood the concept: geomancers willed stone into a fluid state, then sculpted it. Human geomancers were rare, though some did exist, but their craft was crude compared to what Amirantha saw before him.
  


  
    The entire wall around the city appeared seamless, as if crafted from a single stone of mountainous size. Gates to the north and south and smaller portals to the east and west appeared to have organically grown within the wall as it was formed, and the Warlock thought this might not have been far from the truth. Even the gates themselves were of stone, though how they were engineered to swing freely upon unseen hinges was beyond his ability to even guess at. Even the background tingle of magic he felt when Pug or Magnus used their powers was missing. There was a far more subtle sense of the otherworldly to this place, something he had experienced in a much more disturbing fashion when dealing with certain demons. That alone would have fascinated him, but it was merely one of a million details that strove to capture his thoughts.
  


  
    Everywhere there was colour, subtle but vivid. Columns of pale sand and rose edged in white or silver rose to support graceful arches above streets. Even the streets were paved with alternating squares of bright ochre and grey, with light purple grouting in between. Window shades were of the finest silk, many-layered to block unwelcome gazes yet allow light to enter. And the gold! Everywhere gold glistened in the sunlight, decorating the poles from which flew bright banners and pennons. Gold adorned doors and windows and ran as trim along rooflines. It was astonishing.
  


  
    “I’m gawking, aren’t I?” he asked his host.
  


  
    Gulamendis, Demon Master of the taredhel, smiled. “More than one visitor to E’bar looks as you do now. You’ll get accustomed to it.” Glancing around to see if he was being overheard, he added, “Truth to tell, we are a vain people. And I suspect my people look much that way when they visit Elvandar.”
  


  
    “Do many of you journey to pay homage to the Queen?”
  


  
    “More than the Lord Regent likes.” He paused, awkward. “Come, let us refresh ourselves. You will pay a courtesy call on the Lord Regent later today, but before that we must speak of many things.”
  


  
    The elf’s tone was almost conversational but Amirantha had spent enough time with Gulamendis to know that his host was troubled and that many things were best not discussed in the open. Amirantha had arrived at the eastern portal and had not been allowed to step into E’bar until Gulamendis arrived to escort him. The Warlock had the distinct feeling that had his host not put in an appearance, he might have found it difficult to depart in peace. The two Sentinels looked like seasoned, hardened fighters, not the sort of city watch or constable one tended to find on the gates of a human city.
  


  
    In the distance a baby’s crying could be heard briefly until it was calmed by its mother. “I understand babies are a rarity among your kind,” Amirantha said.
  


  
    Gulamendis looked at him with one raised eyebrow. “Really. Who told you that?”
  


  
    “Perhaps I misunderstood.”
  


  
    “If you are thinking of the other races of the edhel, perhaps. But the taredhel are a fecund race. I know little of our distant kin, but we enjoy our children.”
  


  
    Amirantha had the sense that he had stumbled across something significant but couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. He decided to wait until such a time as he could speak with Pug, who knew as much about the elves as any human living.
  


  
    They reached Gulamendis’s quarters and the elf beckoned for his guest to enter.
  


  
    As quarters went, the Warlock had lived in far worse, but somehow he had expected a little more, given the opulence and splendour he had seen elsewhere in this city. The walls were bare, with no decoration of any sort, and the only furniture was simple: a bed, table, chair which Gulamendis offered his guest while he sat on the bed, and a pair of chests. The one other thing that caught his eye was a small case of scrolls and books. Otherwise, it looked more a monk’s quarters than a scholar’s.
  


  
    “Where do you eat?” asked Amirantha.
  


  
    “We have a large kitchen in the square. We all take turns helping, cooking, cleaning. Should I choose a mate, larger quarters will be found for me, and once children arrive, larger still.” He smiled. “There’s little chance of that, I suspect.”
  


  
    “Really?” The Warlock knew very little about the Star Elves, but he had a vague sense that the elf with whom he spoke was not well regarded.
  


  
    “I will say, though, these are better quarters than the last the Lord Regent allotted me.”
  


  
    Amirantha frowned. “I was housed for weeks in an iron cage in the Lord Regent’s compound while my brother was exploring this world, as a hostage against his good behaviour.”
  


  
    “Sounds uncomfortable.”
  


  
    With a small, bitter laugh, the Demon Master said, “It was. So, we invited you years ago, and now you appear. Why?”
  


  
    “To the point,” agreed Amirantha. “Pug and I have been chasing every tale of demon or summoner since we witnessed—” he paused as Gulamendis held up his hand, palm outward, cautioning him against specifics, “—what we witnessed. So far we have found little that is useful: empty huts, abandoned homes, deserted caves. Or we find signs of conflict and destruction. Not one demon summoner we had working for our…” he glanced around, “…friends, has survived.”
  


  
    At the choice of words, Gulamendis queried, “Survived?”
  


  
    “Someone, it appears, is hunting down Demon Masters and summoners,” said Amirantha quietly. “And it appears a fair number of demons have come into the world and broken wards and killed their summoners.”
  


  
    “They’d be powerful,” said Gulamendis thoughtfully.
  


  
    “But where are they?”
  


  
    Gulamendis was silent for more than a minute as he pondered the question. Finally he said, “How many do you estimate?”
  


  
    “More than a dozen.”
  


  
    “Ah.” He smiled as he looked at his human friend. “Now I see the reason for the visit. Does Pug know?”
  


  
    “He knows there are more than a dozen demons loose in this realm. He doesn’t know the significance of that fact.”
  


  
    “Demons hiding.” Gulamendis appeared amused by the revelation. “It hardly bears contemplation, does it?”
  


  
    The Warlock was forced to agree. “Nothing like this has occurred before.”
  


  
    “That we are aware of, you mean.”
  


  
    Amirantha, Warlock of the Satumbria, let out a long sigh. “Because if this is true, one must ask, how many others are there we know nothing of, and—”
  


  
    “Why are they here?” finished the elf.
  


  
    

  


  ***


  
    

  


  
    Child studied the terrain below. It had been a week since she had devoured her mother and she had fed only three times since. Most of the energy consumed had gone to replenish her already-depleted strength, but she had gained a little size and power. She didn’t question how she knew what she knew: what she had inherited from those she ate, and what was from her own experience. She didn’t care. She had to survive. That was all she needed to know; everything else was academic.
  


  A group of three small creatures huddled below an overhanging rock, much as she and her mother had a week before, waiting for dark apparently in the hope that they could find better shelter. She wondered why they weren’t concerned by night predators. She knew the night predators to be even more dangerous than those who hunted in the day.


  
    This piece of knowledge wasn’t something she had inherited; this was from experience. There had been a bitter fight the night after she had consumed her mother. The night hunter had been upon her before she had even known she was under attack. Only a slight misjudgment on his part had saved her, for rather than snap her neck the hunter had bitten deep into her shoulder. She used the scant instant she had gained to reach up with her left hand and use her claws to good effect. She had forced him to release his bite, then spun while yanking his head back until it had been her fangs ripping out his throat.
  


  
    She had gained a great deal of knowledge on how to hunt in these mountains from him. And her night vision was now ex ceptional. She had used her new abilities to good advantage, but even so, the amount of prey was scant. Now she looked down upon a possible feast.
  


  
    It depended on how able these three were likely to be at protecting themselves. She had learned almost at forfeit of her life that there was a gulf between knowledge and experience. By consuming the Archivist’s knowledge, she knew a great deal more than any her age among the People should know, but as far as experience was concerned she still was a child. The Child, as she thought of herself.
  


  
    But although she lacked experience, she possessed cunning. She was sure she could master all three of these pitiful fugitives if she planned… Planned? she thought. Until that moment her existence had been mostly in the moment, with some part of her consciousness knowing she needed to move east, to get away from the advancing darkness. She wished she could trap a flyer, for if she could consume one, she might gain the blessing of flight; her essence was still forming, and with flight she would be able to hunt better, move faster, and reconnoitre more efficiently. Unfortunately, flyers had been rare and when she had seen them they had been far too high to attract their attention. Besides, she had considered at last, any flyer bold enough to attack her directly would probably be both experienced and powerful.
  


  
    Glancing around, she saw the shadows deepen, dark maroon and purple shades slipping into black, while the brilliance of the red, yellow, and orange rocks faded to grey before her eyes. There was something tickling at the edge of her mind, a pleasant feeling at witnessing this otherwise prosaic event. After a moment she connected it to a concept; it was nice to look at; it was… pretty? Yes, that was the concept. It made her feel better to look at something pretty.
  


  
    She waited, and when the sun was low in the west the three fugitives came out from their hiding place. She instantly recognized the robes of the last to emerge: another Archivist. She smiled. Scampering above them for a dozen yards, she leapt upon the first in line, breaking his neck before he could react, then wheeled and ripped out the throat of the second.
  


  
    The Archivist crouched, seeing the futility of running from a more powerful opponent, and backed away. What was he doing? she wondered. Then she laughed. “You think that if hunger has driven me to a frenzy, I may devour these two while you make your escape?”
  


  
    The Archivist said, “Yes, that would be logical.”
  


  
    She tapped the side of her head. “I know things, too. I have devoured one of your class.”
  


  
    The Archivist stood, drawing himself up to his full height. He was about the size she had been days before; now she towered over him by two heads. “Why do you not attack?”
  


  
    She moved towards him purposefully. “Tell me about the difference between knowledge and experience.”
  


  
    “Knowledge is abstracted,” he answered, “learned from any number of sources. Experience is that which we encounter in our own right, as life brings it, and from which we process knowledge that can be gained no other way.”
  


  
    “Which is better?”
  


  
    “Knowledge,” said the Archivist without hesitation. “Experience is limited, while knowledge can be gained from many other beings’ experiences.”
  


  
    “But knowledge without experience…” she began.
  


  
    He finished, “…limits how well that knowledge can be applied.”
  


  
    “What is missing?”
  


  
    “You need a teacher.”
  


  
    She smiled. “Yes. If you teach me, I will let you live; more, I will hunt for you.”
  


  
    Seeing the powerful young female before him, the Archivist knew there was only one answer that would enable him to live beyond the few seconds. “I will teach you. I am Belog.”
  


  
    “I am Child. Come, eat with me.”
  


  
    Seeing nothing odd in it, the Archivist joined his new student in feasting on the two servants who had moments before been his companions. He considered that while he had not devoured a companion since his youth it was, after all, the way of the People.
  


  
    No matter how civilized their King Dahun might have tried to make them, they were at heart the same as the Savage Ones or the Mad Ones. At their core they were all demons.
  


  



  • Chapter Five •


  


  Court


  


  



  
    The heralds blew their trumpets.
  


  
    The entire court turned and bowed as the King of Roldem entered, escorting his wife to their twin thrones at the far end of the great hall of the palace.
  


  
    The hall was bedecked in the royal colours, large banners of powder blue with golden trim, featuring the dolphin crest of the royal house. The King’s personal guard likewise wore tabards of the same colours, but the rest of the evening’s finery was a riot of different hues.
  


  
    In years past the fashion of the court had gone through a phase Jim Dasher thought of as “drab.” Muted grey and black attire for the men and deep, dark colours for the women’s gowns, but this season those who decided such things had decreed that bright festive colours would be the choice. Jim felt a little odd in a brilliant green tunic and yellow leggings. He prayed that trousers would return to fashion soon; he disliked tights.
  


  
    His black boots were ankle-high and the most valued item he wore; despite their fashionable appearance they were durable and versatile, just as useful for clambering over rooftops without slipping as for slogging through the sewers, since they could be cleaned with a simple wipe of a cloth.
  


  
    Jim hadn’t clambered over a rooftop or slogged through a sewer for a few years, but some habits were hard to break. He glanced around the room.
  


  
    Young Lord Henry stood next to Ty Hawkins, while Talwin Hawkins was in conversation with a minor Keshian noble. Jim made a note to ask Tal what the Keshian had wanted to speak of. He knew that war was almost certainly coming and he knew that every agent of Kesh in the Kingdom Sea region would be gathering every scrap of information out there, as were his own agents, some fifteen of which were currently on this island.
  


  
    Jim kept his frustration buried: to the casual onlooker he would be another minor Kingdom noble come to the court of Roldem for personal or political gain, but one hardly worth more than a cursory examination despite his famous grandfather. At this point in his career, Jim knew he was known to his enemies, who were many, and appeared transparent to those who weren’t. This was as he wished it, for as long as the pretence was kept up, no harm would come to him when he appeared openly at court. It was when he vanished from sight and emerged among the shadows that murder would begin.
  


  
    Jim moved among the crowd making his way slowly towards the throne. He could expect to be presented to the King in about an hour, some time just before the Champion of the Masters’ Court was presented.
  


  
    He studied young Ty Hawkins, involved in an animated conversation with Henry conDoin. The King of the Isles’ distant cousin listened with a smile as his opponent of the previous day told a tale.
  


  
    It was on young men such as these that the fate of the Kingdom of the Isles, and perhaps all of Triagia, would turn, Jim knew. Capable young men who were free of the corruption of politics and greed.
  


  
    Ty was problematic, because his father was a Kingdom noble in name only. That fiction had been created by the Conclave to employ Tal as a weapon for the Conclave’s service, and it gave him entrance to certain venues in the Kingdom of the Isles, just as his rank as past Champion of the Masters’ Court gave it to him here in Roldem, but Talwin Hawkins was a grudging servant of the Conclave at best and no servant at all at worst. Still, keeping him at least as an ally would serve, if the son could be captured, thought Jim. And if the need arose, Jim had the power to make that false patent of nobility a real one. Not that Tal needed it, as he was becoming rich beyond the dreams of the mountain boy he had once been, but it might prove useful to turn his son into a Kingdom noble some day. In Roldem they would both have status as Champions of the Masters’ Court, but neither would achieve rank. And as Jim knew rank, as well as privilege, had its uses.
  


  
    Now it was Henry’s turn to tell a tale. Jim had no doubt both stories were being inflated to bolster the young men’s standing; they stood like two young roosters with their chests puffed out, seeing who could crow loudest at daybreak. One day they’d be bitter rivals or like brothers, and only fate would determine which it would be.
  


  
    Jim looked away from the throne and felt his heart sink. Making a beeline for him was the Kingdom of the Isles’ ambassador to Roldem, his excellency Lord John Ravenscar; and on his arm was none other than the Lady Franciezka Sorboz.
  


  
    “My lord,” said the ambassador, fixing Jim with a sceptical look. “I was unaware you were in Roldem,” he said. It was customary for Kingdom nobles to make themselves known to the ambassador upon arriving on the island.
  


  
    “Apologies, your excellency,” said Jim. “The press of business caused me to be remiss in my duty.”
  


  
    “You know the Lady Franciezka, I believe,” said the ambassador. The sight of the portly bureaucrat, resplendent in a maroon silk surcoat, white ruffled suit, and white leggings made Jim wish even more fervently for the return of men’s trousers to this court, for he looked like nothing more than a fat-bellied, spindly-legged turkey in those hose.
  


  
    Franciezka, on the other hand, looked magnificent in whatever she wore, Jim knew from experience. She also looked magnificent wearing nothing at all, which Jim also knew from experience. They had been lovers on several occasions, and she had tried to kill him twice, for purely professional reasons. She was one of the King of Roldem’s deadliest agents and ran the equivalent of Jim’s intelligence service, the Secret Police of Roldem.
  


  
    She had the face of a girl ten years younger, a fact that had enabled her to disguise herself as a child when needed; she could look the part of a girl of fifteen or less or a crone of eighty years. She had a slender body bordering on the boyish, except for a round backside which Jim had always had a weakness for, but he knew her body to be as strong as a rapier’s blade, deadly despite being slight.
  


  
    Pale blonde hair which was almost white in the day’s sunlight framed delicate features. Large blue eyes turned upon him as she said, “Why, Lord James, I’m almost as aggrieved as the ambassador at your not letting me know you were in the city.”
  


  
    She wore a brilliant yellow gown with green silk trim set with pearls of white and black, and a series of gold-threaded tassels hung at the hem, sweeping the floor as she moved. Like the other ladies’ gowns this evening, her décolletage was cut low, the bodice was lifted, and the waist cinched. Jim wondered how women breathed in these outfits. The skirt flared out slightly to the sides and behind, with a daring slit up the front to knee height.
  


  
    Jim felt some pleasure in noting that the colour of their clothing was complementary.
  


  
    With a smile, Jim said, “I find that surprising, my lady. I would have assumed someone you knew might have mentioned I was in town.”
  


  
    “Oh, you underestimate how hard you can be to find, at times, my lord,” she said, batting her long fair lashes in an almost theatrical way that seemed to captivate Lord Ravenscar and annoy Jim in equal measure.
  


  
    Jim found himself wondering what Franciezka was after. She was not one given to idle banter or social small talk unless it was part of a ploy. She was an important figure at the royal court of Roldem, but few knew her real role. She was a minor lady-in-waiting to the Princess Stephané, a tutor-cum-surrogate elder sister. Certainly, Queen Gertrude couldn’t have found a better instructor to show the younger woman how to spot men of bad intent from across the room. But this was the sort of event Franciezka was usually more than content to avoid.
  


  
    That gave Jim pause for a moment to glance towards the thrones. Three sons and a daughter and all ripe for state marriage. The two older princes, Constantine and Albér, were in attendance, both wearing the uniforms of the Roldem navy, Constantine an admiral and his younger brother a captain. Grandprey wore the dress uniform of an army general, and it was considered by most that he was the most able commander among the three. Some day his brother would be king and Grandy, as he was known, would be his Lord Marshall, while Albér would command the fleet as Grand Admiral.
  


  
    Constantine was the prize, for his wife would some day be queen, but after him came Stephané. As the King’s youngest and only daughter, she commanded a special place in her father’s heart, and he would wed her carefully as much for her happiness as his kingdom’s security. No lesser prince of Kesh or an Eastern Kingdom minor noble would take her leagues away from her parents. She would probably end up married to a noble of Roldem, possibly a Kingdom noble, but one who would live here, close to the palace, for that was the King’s pleasure.
  


  
    “Those two boys don’t have a clue, do they?” asked Franciezka.
  


  
    “My lady?” asked Lord Ravenscar.
  


  
    Jim smiled, knowing exactly what she meant. “No, but it’s their night— particularly Ty’s, though Henry having been forced to withdraw due to injury makes it his night as well. Let them dream of a beautiful princess for one night.”
  


  
    And Jim was forced to admit the Princess had become a true beauty, which surprised many. Her mother had been judged a handsome woman in her youth, but never a head-turner. She had been the Grand Duchess of Maladon to the north. The Duchy of Maladon and Semrick had strong ties to the Isles, but her father had wished for strong ties to Roldem. So the marriage had been arranged. The King and Queen had come to care deeply for one another, and were temperamentally well suited as a couple.
  


  
    Roldem’s position in the Sea of Kingdoms made it a unique power. Its navy wasn’t as large as Kesh’s or that of the Kingdom of the Isles, but it was the best, ship for ship. The royal court of Roldem had seen to that, employing the finest and most innovative shipwrights and ship-fitters in the world. Like the navy, the army of Roldem was a crack outfit, man for man the equal of any, though far smaller than either of its more powerful neighbours.
  


  
    Roldem’s power derived from its history: it was the first of the truly great courts on the continent of Triagia, exporting a great deal of its culture to the Kingdom of the Isles and the Eastern Kingdoms. Even Great Kesh, while an older nation, didn’t reach the heights of art and science that Roldem had for years after consolidating its far-flung empire.
  


  
    And Roldem’s position had been enhanced when it moved in a combined assault on the Duchy of Olasko to thwart the evil plans of the mad necromancer, Leso Varen, resulting in the overthrow of Kaspar, Duke of Olasko. The installation of Duke Varen Rodoski, a cousin of Roldem’s king, brought Olasko into Roldem as its biggest duchy. While the Kingdom of the Isles muttered about this, Jim knew it was the only outcome that could have kept peace in the region. Besides, it made Roldem a better ally for the Isles in the fight that was surely coming.
  


  
    Franciezka laughed. “I suppose there’s no harm in dreaming, is there, my lord?”
  


  
    Lord Ravenscar looked completely lost as to exactly what they were talking about. “I… ah, of course,” he agreed.
  


  
    “Come, Excellency,” said Franciezka, “let us have a cup of wine and you can tell me the court gossip from Rillanon.”
  


  
    Obviously glad to have her to himself, Lord Ravenscar bowed slightly to Lord James, than began to lead the lovely woman away. Franciezka let a green silken handkerchief slip out of her hand. It fluttered to the ground at Jim’s feet. At a carefully-judged moment, she turned and said, “Oh, dear. A moment, your excellency.” She turned back before the ambassador could see what was happening to retrieve the handkerchief which Jim had just picked up. Smiling, she said softly, “My townhouse. Midnight. Come alone and don’t be seen.”
  


  
    Jim handed over the dropped kerchief without a word. As he watched her retreat from him, he wondered whether this would be a social or a political call. Either way, he conceded, it would prove interesting.
  


  
    Jim reached the thrones just as the two combatants were bowing and backing away. He had misjudged his status and had been presented after the two finalists in the Masters’ Court, not before them, and arrived just as the herald was announcing, “Earl Murroy, Envoy Plenipotentiary without portfolio from His Majesty, the King of the Isles, Lord James Jamison, Baron of the Prince’s Court.”
  


  
    The last title was the reason Ravenscar and others who served as resident ambassadors disliked Jim so much; he had the King’s authority— really, his grandfather, the Duke of Rillanon’s— to do pretty much as he saw fit when it came to any political situation on the Sea of Kingdoms. It tended to eclipse their sun just a bit.
  


  
    Jim moved forward, bowed before the entire royal family and muttered his wishes for their good health and long life. He nodded with a smile as the King muttered something pleasant in return, then departed.
  


  
    As he did so, he noticed some familiar figures also approaching: four young men, two escorting young women. The two who escorted the women were as unalike as two men could be. One was slender, with dark hair and eyes and the quick moves of an athletic fencer. The other was red-headed, broad of shoulder and looked like a brawler. He grinned widely at the sight of Jim Dasher. “Jim! We didn’t know you were here.”
  


  
    Jim made his greetings, first to the ladies who returned his genuine smile. Of all the people in Roldem he genuinely enjoyed spending time with, he now was in the presence of the majority. “A moment,” said the red-headed man. “Matters of court protocol.”
  


  
    The herald announced, “Your majesties, the Earl Servan and the Countess Lauretta.” The dark-haired man bowed. “Uncle, Aunt, to your good health.”
  


  
    The King smiled. “It is good to have you in court, as always, Nephew.”
  


  
    As they moved away, the herald sang out, “Sir Jonathan Killaroo and the Lady Adella.” They were greeted and moved on. The two single men were introduced as “Sir Tad,” and “Sir Zane,” and after they had made their obeisances the group continued with Jim in tow to a large buffet where food was being portioned out to the guests.
  


  
    Sir Jonathan spoke softly in his wife’s ear, then kissed her cheek and moved off to speak to Jim in relative privacy. “Any word?” asked Jim.
  


  
    “Nothing,” said Jommy, which was the name by which the one-time street tough from the distant continent of Novindus was known to his friends. “The Conclave’s agents are just as silent as your own.”
  


  
    The relationship between Jim Dasher and the Conclave of Shadows had been a long but strained one, and often it was the bond of friendship these two men shared which kept it from fraying any further. The four young men had served with Jim in a struggle against a demon cult known as the Black Caps, and the shedding of blood together had left them close.
  


  
    Glancing around, Jim noticed Servan’s gaze had wandered to where the two of them spoke. “How are you getting along with Servan these days?”
  


  
    Jommy laughed. “He’s got a good heart, and in another life we’d be brothers, but I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me for marrying his sister.”
  


  
    “She seems happy enough.”
  


  
    “She should. She’s expecting our third.”
  


  
    Jim clapped Jommy on the shoulder. “Congratulations!”
  


  
    Servan heard the word and saw the two men smiling and turned away with a rueful smile of his own, shaking his head as if asking silently by what cruel fate the gods had decided his sister should fall in love with such a lout.
  


  
    Jommy said, “We need to get those two married off.” He indicated with a nod Tad and Zane.
  


  
    “I thought Zane… wasn’t he betrothed?”
  


  
    “Almost. But he has a wandering eye, that one.”
  


  
    “And Tad’s too mindful of his duty.” A moment of sadness passed over his face. “You three are as close to family…” He let the thought go unfinished.
  


  
    Jommy’s eyes scanned the room, never for an instant forgetting they might be overheard if he wasn’t cautious. “I know. Have you spoken with Pug recently?”
  


  
    “Not in a while,” Jim kept his voice down despite the chatter of voices filling the hall. “He’s out chasing demons and seems almost obsessed with it.”
  


  
    Neither man needed to remind the other it was a demon that had killed Pug’s wife, Miranda. And it was the servant of the Demon King Dahun who had destroyed the home in which Pug’s youngest son and his wife had died.
  


  
    Jim said, “Well, let’s turn to happier thoughts. Why don’t we conspire to meet: you, me, Tad and Zane, at the River House tomorrow? If your wife doesn’t object, just us boys?”
  


  
    “I’d like that,” said Jommy. “She won’t mind. It’s why I married her: who else would put up with a fool like me?” His face openly showed a profound gratitude for her existence. He glanced over to where she was in conversation with a knot of ladies, and as if she felt his gaze she turned and looked right at her husband. She smiled and with a slight inclination of her head asked silently how long he would be.
  


  
    Jommy shook his head slightly then nodded. He turned back to Jim. “She’s feeling neglected.” With a grin he added, “I’d best be back to her before she thinks we’re plotting over here.”
  


  
    As his broad-shouldered friend walked back to his wife, Jim thought: plotting indeed.
  


  
    Jim Dasher crouched atop the roof of Lady Franciezka Sorboz’s townhouse, feeling the cold ocean night air in his knees. He was definitely getting too old to be out in the field, or at least playing Jimmy the Hand meets a Nighthawk.
  


  
    That story was family lore and it reminded Jim that there were certain feats attributed to his ancestor he found somehow incredible. The falling off the roof and catching himself without dislocating his shoulders while the Nighthawk overbalanced and fell to his death… Jim glanced down. Dislocated shoulders certainly, then falling all the way to the cobbles, to die in agony. Then again, when Jimmy had accomplished that legendary feat he was but a lad of thirteen or fourteen years— no one was quite sure at what age he had come to Prince Arutha’s attention— and everyone knew boys had incredible flexibility in their joints.
  


  
    He would give half his fortune for the flexibility and resilience he had possessed at twenty-four years, let alone fourteen. Sitting and sliding to the eaves overhanging the balcony to Franciezka’s bedroom was far less dashing, but as no one was watching, Jim really didn’t care. He was tired and cold, his joints creaky and stiff. While he welcomed Franciezka’s company for either pleasure or business, he still thought getting to see her un observed was perhaps more trouble than it was worth.
  


  
    He lowered himself down off the eaves and dropped lightly to the balcony. As he had expected, the door inside had been left unlatched. He entered the bedroom.
  


  
    Franciezka sat at a writing table, wearing a comfortable-looking lounging robe. “On time, as always,” she said with a smile.
  


  
    “You’re not trying to kill me this time, then?” He sat on the bed opposite her.
  


  
    She turned and handed him a large document. “Not this time. For better or worse it seems we’re allies again.”
  


  
    He read the two pages and then re-read them. She remained silent while he did so. When he had finished, he said, “Is he certain?”
  


  
    “Does he sound uncertain?”
  


  
    “No,” said Jim. He let out a long sigh, half relief, half aggravation.
  


  
    “Are any of your agents reporting anything like that?”
  


  
    “None of my agents are reporting anything. All my agents south of the Girdle have gone silent.”
  


  
    “Not good,” she said, looking distressed at the news. “Hallon is my only agent who’s managed to get anything out of that region.”
  


  
    He tapped the document which named the author.
  


  
    “Everyone else has gone silent, too.”
  


  
    “Hazara-Khan.”
  


  
    “Yes,” she nodded at the name of the man who was almost certainly the head of the Keshian Intelligence Corps.
  


  
    “I like him a great deal, personally, but he can be a murderous bastard when he wants.”
  


  
    She stretched. “As can we all.”
  


  
    “If he’s killing our agents, war is certain,” said Jim, suddenly feeling older than his age.
  


  
    Her sigh matched his mood and for the briefest instant he felt a slight twinge inside and shut it out as quickly as he could. It was one of the gods’ little jokes that the perfect woman in his life was the one he could never have.
  


  
    His shoulders sagged as he returned the document he had just read to her. “Six hundred ships?”
  


  
    “That’s Hallon’s best estimate, and he’s one of my best.” Franciezka rose, crossed to sit next to him, and put her hand over his. “And if what he heard at the docks was correct, three hundred of them have already left Hansulé and are sailing past the Forest of the Lost. This isn’t another minor prince of Kesh deciding to make a name for himself grabbing land in the Vale of Dreams, Jim.”
  


  
    “No,” he said, falling back on to the bed. Staring at the canopy overhead he let out another long sigh. “This has all the earmarks of an invasion.”
  


  
    “But why the West?” she asked. “Kesh has shown no interest in reclaiming Queg, the Free Cities, or the Far Coast since it abandoned them.”
  


  
    “I do not know,” said Jim, looking up at her. “You know, you have an incredible face,” he added, sitting up. “Would you consider for just a moment grabbing all the gold you’ve squirreled away over the years while I do the same, then running away with me to some tiny island miles from here where we can settle down with trusted servants and have some children?”
  


  
    “I’ve been considering it since the moment I met you, Lord James Jamison, agent of the King, Jim Dasher, thief of Krondor and leader of the Mockers. But we both know that can never happen.” A moment of sadness passed across her face, then she brightened. “Besides, can you imagine what a murderous little crew our children would turn out to be?”
  


  
    For a brief instant, he appeared to want to say something, then he smiled. He kissed her on the cheek and said, “Good night.”
  


  
    She feigned a pout. “And I thought you were going to stay.”
  


  
    “So did I,” he admitted with honest regret. “When you’re not trying to kill me, there’s no one I’d rather spend my time with.”
  


  
    “Flatterer,” she said, theatrically batting her lashes. “I’m pleased that we’re going to be on the same side when the bloodletting begins.”
  


  
    “Apparently it’s already begun. I’ll instruct key agents to ensure you get copies of all the information we get; as Hazara-Khan is shredding our networks, we need to share intelligence. You know where to send me copies of what you find.”
  


  
    “Of course I do. What are you planning?”
  


  
    “If my agents are dead, I’ve got to get down there and see for myself what is happening.”
  


  
    She removed her ring and tossed it to him and he caught it in midair.
  


  
    “Look for Hallon. You’ll find him at your usual haunts, the seedier dockside taverns in Hansulé. Rough-looking fellow, dark hair, facial scars—”
  


  
    “You’ve just described half the men in that city.”
  


  
    “Tattoo of a dagger on his left forearm. He’ll recognize that signet and help if he can.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Lady Franciezka Sorboz, lady-in-waiting to the Princess, also Frankie the Razor, Madam Francis…” He stopped naming her aliases. “I really do thank you, Franciezka,” he said in earnest.
  


  
    “We’re allies now,” she replied in a serious tone. “The half of the fleet that didn’t leave Hansulé is almost certainly heading this way. The combined fleets of Roldem and the Isles should be able to deal with the Keshians, but at no small cost. And if they’re also marching an army this way…” She let the thought go unfinished.
  


  
    Jim nodded. He tossed the signet into the air, then let it fall into the palm of his hand. Without another word he was out the door and over the balcony.
  


  
    “And don’t get yourself killed, Jim,” Franciezka said after him.
  


  
    Lying back on the bed, she stared up at the canopy and repeated, “Don’t get yourself killed.”
  


  
    Supper was far more pleasant than Jim had anticipated. Jommy, Tad and Zane were the closest thing to friends he had. As Jim Dasher, thief and confidence trickster from Krondor, he had served with them when they were young soldiers training under Kaspar of Olasko for special service. They were still in special services, to the Conclave of Shadows, though they all three currently enjoyed court rank in Roldem, as a result of that special service. All had gained the rank of Court Knight, and each had secured small estates in Olasko, though they all maintained apartments on Roldem Island.
  


  
    Jommy was married to the King’s niece, which gave him an additional entrée to the court. His brother-in-law, Servan, was Franciezka’s most important agent at court, though almost no one knew this; indeed, Jim had only chanced upon that information by dint of luck and being very good at his job. Jim wondered absently if Jommy had any idea who his brother-in-law really was, and if he might benefit from Jim telling him.
  


  
    Tad and Zane had been rough-and-tumble village boys who had been raised by Pug’s youngest son, Caleb. As such they stood in a unique position, for they were his foster-grandchildren. Jommy was in a fashion as well, though there were no ties of birth or marriage.
  


  
    Both were still unwed, but for entirely different reasons. Tad fell in love with every woman of quality he met, to the detriment of his winning a heart. He was too easy. Zane on the other hand was a womanizer with a bad reputation in most social circles; this had the double effect of keeping serious women away while making him even more attractive to young women who seemed not to know better. Not a handsome pair, Tad was showing early grey, as sandy-haired people often do and Zane had an intense darkness about him with a merry glint in his eyes. While not particularly striking, he had learned how to talk women into all manner of things against their own personal best interest.
  


  
    Talwin Hawkins was another matter. He was an occasional ally of the Conclave, and a former servant, but by dint of his earlier service he had been cast free of any obligation to the Conclave by Pug. Jim had occasionally wondered how wise that had been, but reminded himself that as much as he would have loved to have had the River House restaurants in both Roldem and Olasko as listening posts for intelligence, willing servants were far more reliable than those pressed to duty. And in a crisis, he believed he could count on Tal to stand alongside the Conclave. It was not in his nature to stand aside or serve evil.
  


  
    That left the boys: Ty knew a little of his father’s role in destroying those who had nearly obliterated his people, the Orosini of the Mountains, a tribal people who were slowly reclaiming their heritage. Many like Tal and his wife, Teal, had spent too many years in cities, years which had blunted their interest and ability to live the old life. It was a life of which Ty knew nothing.
  


  
    Jim turned to see Henry smiling at a joke Tad had made and thought: there’s a prince without a principality. He had grown up with conDoin kings, as had every other citizen of the Kingdom of the Isles. They were the founding dynasty; they had united the tribes on the Island of Rillanon and spread their banner to the mainland, eventually conquering enough territory to create a nation to rival Great Kesh on this continent.
  


  
    But it was a dynasty at its end, Jim feared. The vigour was gone, the energy and drive that had given the line a rebirth after the short unhappy reign of Rodric IV. His successor, Henry’s great-great-uncle, Lyam I, had been a great king, a charismatic leader who had inspired love and loyalty in his people after twelve brutal years of war with the invading Tsurani.
  


  
    Tragedy had kept Lyam from having a son, so the crown went to Borric II, his nephew, who proved as apt and able a ruler as his uncle. Borric’s twin brother, Prince Erland, had been as able in his role as his brother and between the two of them the Kingdom of the Isles had been well served.
  


  
    But Borric’s son Patrick had been the last of the able rulers and Patrick’s son Gregory had no heir, For the third time since the conDoins took the crown of the Isles, there had been a chance for multiple claimants to the throne. The last time civil war had been stemmed by Henry’s ancestor Martin renouncing the crown for himself and his heirs. But the time before that a great deal of blood had been shed before Borric I took the head of Jon the Pretender.
  


  
    And the last thing Jim wished to contemplate was a kingdom divided on the eve of what he was certain was going to be a major war with Great Kesh.
  


  
    “Lost in thought?” asked Tal.
  


  
    Jim smiled. “Yes.” He glanced around the table then said, “Tal, could we have the room?”
  


  
    Tal nodded. The other dinner guests had left an hour before and with a quick word to the serving staff, who hurried to the kitchen, the room was empty save for Jim and his guests.
  


  
    “Not to belabour the point, but I’m certain war is coming,” said Jim. He held up his hand before questions could be asked. “I will sum up. There are factions within the Imperial Keshian Army, specifically within the Inner Legion, who are calling for expansion.”
  


  
    Tad interrupted. “The Vale of Dreams?”
  


  
    “Traditionally that’s always been their first target. The Vale is the lushest farmland on Triagia and because of the constant warfare, sparsely populated. A colony of Keshian or Kingdom farmers there could double the region’s output of farm goods within two years, tenfold in five.”
  


  
    Henry was silent, but he knew he had suddenly been propelled into something far more important than a pleasant social evening.
  


  
    “But this is something massive. On a far greater scale, perhaps, than we’ve ever seen. A fleet of perhaps as many as three hundred ships departed Hansulé recently, sailing south.”
  


  
    Jommy looked confused. “South? Are they sailing to Novindus?”
  


  
    “My best guess is around the southern coast between the Lost Forest and the Island of Snakes and then up to Injune or Elarial. From there…?” He shrugged.
  


  
    “If they mean to take the Vale,” said Tad, “they could be supported out of Durbin. They’d need a fleet that big to keep the Quegans from getting involved as well as keeping the Kingdom’s Western Fleet in Port Vykor busy.”
  


  
    “They could go anywhere.” He looked at Henry and said, “Including the Far Coast. The Prince of Krondor has called the Western Muster.”
  


  
    Henry, Tal, and Ty knew this from two nights before, but Tad, Zane, and Jommy all looked surprised. “War footing on the Far Coast?” asked Jommy. “Is it that dire?”
  


  
    “I think so.” Jim pushed himself back from the table. “And I need to travel, so to the end of this night, let me add this.” He looked at Tal. “While I’m gone, I would appreciate it if you would agree to aid these other three in their charge.” Both men knew Jim wasn’t speaking of any political loyalties, but rather Tad, Zane, and Jommy’s responsibility to the Conclave of Shadows. “I know your relationship to our mutual friends is complicated, but I trust you implicitly.”
  


  
    “I’ll do what I can,” said Hawkins, and Jim knew that was as good as a promise.
  


  
    “Gentlemen,” he said to the three foster-brothers, “I leave this to you. You’ve never failed me or the crowns of Isles or Roldem, and I expect you won’t now.”
  


  
    Henry looked confused. “I’m not sure I understand. I’m not even sure why you asked me here.”
  


  
    Jim moved around the table and put his hand on Henry’s shoulder. “These four men— and young Ty there— are going to take my place while I’m gone. In my absence you’re to consider them your protectors.”
  


  
    “We will do whatever is needed,” said Zane. “Yes,” agreed Tad. “I don’t understand. What is ‘whatever is needed’?” asked Henry.
  


  
    It was young Ty who answered. “Too much wine? You’re a little slow today, Hal. They’re going to keep you alive when Kesh sends assassins to kill you.”
  


  



  • Chapter Six •


  


  Muster


  


  



  
    Men shouted orders.
  


  
    Brendan and Martin sat their mounts beside their father, watching and learning as much as if they were also on the muster field. In the distance the archers were shooting at the butts, large piles of loosely-packed earth, each with a target before it. Unlike the King’s army, the Western Muster had no company of fletchers planing arrows, flocks of geese to cull for the arrow flights, or a score of blacksmiths turning out steel arrowheads. Each man of the muster would be given a freshly-made longbow, a score of arrows, and when he was home he’d be obliged to practise for an hour a morning on the butt he’d build alongside his hut, home, or barn. Should a man return with less than eighteen arrows intact, he would be fined a copper coin for each additional replacement beyond two.
  


  
    Such was the state of military economy in the Western Realm of the Kingdom.
  


  
    As soon as Reinman and his drunken weather magician had left Crydee, the Duke had begun the muster. This group was the second of three that would train here. It was difficult for the frontier duchy, for there were farmsteads scattered along the entirety of the Far Coast.
  


  
    Martin looked over at the makeshift workshed where two experienced bowyers, with the help of their apprentices, showed five young men how to turn thick yew branches into bow staves. He remembered his own time in the shed and remembered the other woods that could be used: ash, some oaks, and elm, but yew wood was the finest. He recalled the delight he had felt when he had turned his first branch into a stave and the elder bowyer had studied it and proclaimed it well done, seeing how Martin had shaped it with the heartwood at the grip and along the rear spine, the sapwood in front, an ideal natural lamination that was the best a simple bow could be.
  


  
    It was ironic, though Martin found no humour in it, that as much as he had enjoyed making that bow, he had been a terrible archer. Not really terrible, he amended as he gave himself some credit, but average. His younger brother and even Bethany were better archers. Having equalled his elder brother Hal didn’t placate the dour young man; Hal was the finest swordsman in Crydee, perhaps in the world if he won the Masters’ Court. Martin disliked constantly being second to others, though there was no one else in Crydee besides Hal who could best him.
  


  
    Glancing to where Lady Bethany approached beside her father, he realized he was frowning and forced himself to a smile.
  


  
    “Robert!” the Duke said, “I didn’t expect you back so soon. Lady Bethany, always a pleasure. Robert, did your wife not travel with you?”
  


  
    “She’s not one for long rides,” said Earl Robert. “And I felt the need to come along quickly with some news.”
  


  
    Duke Henry said, “Boys, keep the men at it. They’re lagging in the afternoon heat. No stopping until the supper bell rings.”
  


  
    His sons indicated they would and watched as their father and Lord Robert rode off a short distance. Bethany rode up and turned her horse so that she was alongside Martin’s. “Well, I guess you didn’t expect to see me again so soon?”
  


  
    Brendan’s eyes narrowed slightly. She had her head cocked as if she were looking past Martin at him, but her eyes were trained on Martin’s face, while he seemed intent on overseeing a sloppy drill of swordsmen banging away with practice swords against one another’s shields. Despite being made of wood, the swords and shields were actually heavier than their metal counterparts so that when the footmen went to battle, the equipment would be lighter than what had become familiar to them. The same was true of the heavy pikemen and spearmen running with their weapons across a distant field.
  


  
    After a second too long, Martin glanced at her and said, “What? Oh, yes. Always a pleasure to see you, Bethany.” But then something caught his eye and he shouted, “You, there!” He put his heels to his horse’s sides and moved out, circling around the duelling footmen, then dismounted. Taking one man’s place he took his sword and shield and demonstrated how the combat practice was supposed to be conducted. A sergeant of the castle guard saw the young lord dismount and came over to see what was happening.
  


  
    Martin threw himself into the drill and delivered two ringing blows that soon had his opponent stumbling backwards.
  


  
    “What do you think that’s about?” asked Bethany.
  


  
    Brendan glanced her way and said, “I have no idea.” Bethany started back to where her father and the Duke were finishing their private chat. As the youngest son watched her go, he saw her turn again to stare at Martin. With a sigh, he said to himself, “Then again, maybe I do.”
  


  
    The evening meal was a mixture of light banter interspersed with moments of quiet as everyone seemed caught up in their own thoughts. Martin and Bethany appeared to make a point of ignoring one another and Brendan was troubled by it.
  


  
    The four of them had been raised together for as long as Brendan could remember. It was always assumed that some day Bethany would wed Hal, but Brendan now realized that was only an assumption, one that his father or mother had never spoken of; and right now he knew one thing, though he wasn’t sure he fully understood it. Something had changed between Bethany and Martin on her last visit. Without words, their feelings for each other had shifted. Martin had said nothing to his brother; not that he would, for Martin most among the family always kept his own counsel. But Bethany was also distant, chatting with his mother and managing somehow to avoid all the male members of the household as well as her own father.
  


  
    He was currently lost in conversation with Brendan’s father, who had as yet to tell his sons why Earl Robert had appeared unexpectedly. Brendan balanced his youthful impatience with the knowledge that his father would tell him what he needed to know when he saw fit. Realizing there was no further reason to remain at the table, he said, “Father?”
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “It’s been a long day. If you permit I’d like to turn in early.”
  


  
    A little surprised by his usually rambunctious youngest’s request, the Duke waved permission and Brendan nodded to the others at the table and departed. A sudden sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach told him that no matter what else, little good could come out of what was passing between Martin and Bethany. With a fatigued sigh, he pushed open the door to his quarters and threw himself down on his simple bed. Rolling over, he stared at the stones of the ceiling and thought: perhaps the war will distract the two of them.
  


  
    After the guests had retired Duchess Caralin turned to her husband. “Bed?”
  


  
    Duke Henry sat on a divan, a recent addition to the old castle’s private quarters. The room had been used since the castle’s construction as an informal meeting room and the Duke had also decided it was ideal place for his family to spend time together; Henry found it far more convivial than the draughty great hall. He looked up from his musing and smiled. “No, a while longer I think. I have much to think about.”
  


  
    Caralin tilted her head to regard her husband. They had spent nearly thirty years together and at times she knew him better than she knew herself, yet at moments like this she didn’t have a clue as to what he was thinking. “Robert’s news must have been very troubling.”
  


  
    Henry’s eyes widened and he sat up a bit straighter. “Oh, that. No, that’s not it at all.” He motioned for her to return to the divan and as she sat down he said, “I’m sorry. I should have mentioned that to you and the boys. Robert wanted to share some information about our neighbours to the east, the elves in E’bar.”
  


  
    “Oh,” she said, her brow furrowing a little. “I thought it had to do with the coming war.”
  


  
    “It may, truth to tell,” said her husband. “I hope not. I asked Robert to send a messenger to their Lord Regent informing him of the possibilities of conflict in the area. I had Robert stress that it likely would be nothing of import, just a precautionary warning.
  


  
    “The messenger rode for three days to the gates of their city and was stopped. According to Robert, whatever passes for a sentry officer with these elves refused to let him into the city, took the message, and turned the rider away.”
  


  
    “Well, he got the message then, didn’t he, this Lord Regent?”
  


  
    “Yes, but that’s not the point, dear. Nor is the poor treatment of the messenger. Elven manners are not our own. We have always been on good terms with the Elf Queen and her court to the north, but these newcomers are a different stripe of cat, I’m afraid. No, it’s what the officer said to the messenger.”
  


  
    “What was that?”
  


  
    “Any human who trespasses on the land of the taredhel— as they call themselves— would be ‘dealt with.’”
  


  
    “That sounds unfriendly.
  


  
    “Yes,” he agreed with a slowly released breath, sounding fatigued. “If the Keshians come and these elves remain neutral, that’s one thing. If they close their borders entirely—”
  


  
    “Anyone fleeing eastward will be trespassing on their territory.”
  


  
    “As always, you grasp the heart of the matter.”
  


  
    Softly, as if not to be overheard, she said, “Do you think… we may have to flee?”
  


  
    “No, no,” he said, hugging her for reassurance. “I’m just trying to anticipate every possibility, my love.” He kissed her cheek, then smiled as he looked into her eyes. “The Keshians moving against the Far Coast? Why would they do that?” He stood and put out his hand, and she took it, and rose. “There’s nothing here they could possibly desire. Forests? Farms? They have ample forests and farms in the Empire of Great Kesh. No, they’ll almost certainly move against the Vale of Dreams again. And the Prince of Krondor will order Lord Sutherland and the Knight-Marshal of the West to drive them back, and when the dust settles, the old lines will be drawn again, with a jot of difference here, a smidgen of change there.”
  


  
    Gripping his arm and walking closely at his side, Caralin said, “I hope you’re right.”
  


  
    Silently he nodded, knowing he probably was, but prepared for being utterly wrong. As many married couples do, they conspired to walk together silently, not needing to say another word.
  


  
    Pug sat behind his desk, as he had for countless days since coming to the island. But unlike most days, his mind refused to grapple with the problems before him. Instead it kept returning to Brandos’s question about rebuilding the villa.
  


  
    He had no good reason for considering it. He found himself unable even to imagine beginning the work. He knew that with a small group of skilled craftsmen from the mainland, and some magic provided by Magnus and himself, the villa could be resurrected in months, rather than the years it had probably taken the original inhabitants of this island.
  


  
    Yet something in him became angry at the very thought of rebuilding his home. It was as if even to think about it was to diminish the loss he still felt.
  


  
    After Miranda had died his otherwise steely resolve had wavered. He had revisited that last moment of her life countless times, seeing it over and over again in his mind. If I had been a moment quicker, he thought to himself, or if I had seen the demon move an instant earlier… He knew the futility of this sort of thinking. He was over a hundred years old and had watched many people die unfortunate deaths— far more than had passed on in the fullness of their years— yet this death haunted him.
  


  
    Yes, she had been his wife, and he had loved her…
  


  
    Pug sat back and sighed. He reached for the pot of tea that had been sitting on his desk all morning and found it empty. He could ring a bell and someone would bring him a new pot. He looked at the mess his desk had become and realized he could ring that same bell and someone would sort out all the clutter. He then found himself laughing slightly, realizing he would spend more time searching for where one of his earnest young pupils had put things than he would just cleaning up the clutter himself.
  


  
    First, tea.
  


  
    Pug made his way down the long circular stairs from his office, in the tower atop the one opposite Amirantha’s. He wondered how the Warlock was getting on with his visit to E’bar and was certain he and Gulamendis were furiously comparing notes. He hoped the visit would produce something more tangible than the numerous dead ends they’d encountered.
  


  
    After the bloody mess that had been the Gates of Darkness down in the Valley of Lost Men in northern Kesh, Pug had asked every contact he had around the globe— and there were many— to spread the word that there was wealth, safety, or both for any demon-summoner who wished it; all the Conclave wanted was more information.
  


  
    Reaching the bottom of the tower, Pug was forced to admit the results had been less than spectacular. Those few magic-users who had made their way to Sorcerer’s Isle had proven to be charlatans, of limited knowledge and skill, ignorant of anything larger than their own narrow experience. A few had added one or two facts to Pug’s knowledge, but only to corroborate what he had suspected to be the case before they arrived: there were upheavals on an unimagined scale in progress in the demon realm.
  


  
    Amirantha had also been trying to make sense of the ancient volume of demon lore they had retrieved from the island of Queg. He had done a fair job of divining what was nonsense, what was a metaphorical approximation of reality, and what could be called “facts.” Though Pug was beginning to think the demon realm’s very nature made “facts” somewhat mutable.
  


  
    As he entered the great room, Pug caught sight of his son. “Magnus.”
  


  
    Magnus turned and regarded him. After a brief second he said, “Something’s up. What?”
  


  
    “Let’s rebuild the villa.”
  


  
    The younger magician hesitated for a moment. Then he nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.” Looking at the empty teapot in his father’s hand he said, “May I join you?”
  


  
    “Always.”
  


  
    The kitchen was empty but the fire still burned in the metal stove constructed within the roasting hearth. Pug filled the pot with water from a large bucket, then rinsed it out, and refilled it. He put it down in front of the fire on the hot metal plate, and waited for it to boil.
  


  
    “What caused you to change your mind?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “It’s time.” So much of what he fought against was a dark despair that arose from a bargain struck with Lims-Kragma, the Death Goddess, when he had been given three choices: to end his life at the hands of the demon Jakan, to take up the burden of becoming an avatar of the God of Magic, hastening his return to Midkemia, or to come back and finish the struggle, but at a price. The price was to watch everyone he loved die before him. So far that had included a son, adopted daughter, then another son and his wife. Of his bloodline, only Magnus remained. There were the three foster-grandsons, Jommy, Tad, and Zane… Pug was forced to admit he had let his fear of the curse allow him to become estranged from his great-grandsons, Jimmy and Dash Jamison. While not blood relatives (they were his adopted daughter’s children) they still were dear to him. And there was Jim Dasher, Jimmy Jamison’s grandson. Pug sighed; he liked the complex, dangerous man, mostly because there were moments when he glimpsed his many-great-grandfather, Jimmy the Hand, in him, but if there was any spark of affection it had not been fanned into a flame. He liked Jim, but he hardly loved him.
  


  
    Over the years Pug had become adept at steeling himself against feelings that might cause him to betray his higher calling, to protect this world and everyone else on it. Yet those feelings were there— hidden, buried even— but there nevertheless.
  


  
    As they waited for the kettle to boil, Magnus said, “Who should oversee the rebuilding?”
  


  
    “I will, I think,” said his father. “I know every beam and stone of that place as well or better than anyone else.” He smiled. “I lived there longer than anyone else.”
  


  
    Magnus returned the smile. “It’s good to see you… this way, Father.”
  


  
    “Losing your mother and brother was hard on you, too, Magnus. I lost sight of that in my own grief, I’m sorry to say.”
  


  
    Magnus was silent for a moment. His face reminded Pug of Miranda’s. It was longer than his father’s, with higher cheekbones; but his eyes were from some mysterious ancestor unknown to Pug. They were as blue as frozen ice, and could gaze right through a person. He said softly, “I have never been a man to measure my sorrows against another’s sorrows, Father. I thought you were not as well.”
  


  
    “I just mean that becoming lost in my own misery, I perhaps didn’t give as much attention to your pain; that is all.” Pug lowered his eyes. “It’s a poor father who turns his back on his son’s hurt, no matter how grown the son.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “We are both the sort to retreat into ourselves at times like that. There is no fault in this; it’s a matter of our nature.” With a slight smile he said, “Besides, I’m too big for you to pick up so I can cry on your shoulder.”
  


  
    Pug was forced to laugh. “It’s been a few years since I did that, hasn’t it?”
  


  
    The water reached a simmer and Magnus fetched the pot. He put it down on the table and said, “What now?”
  


  
    Pug looked at his son and picked up the pot. “Now, I’ve got a mess of an office to deal with; tomorrow we begin rebuilding.”
  


  
    Magnus impulsively reached out and hugged his father, then said, “Good.”
  


  
    Pug left the kitchen while his son sat back down at the table. After a moment Magnus let out a long sigh and allowed himself a short time to reflect. As tears welled up in his eyes he wiped them away and stood up. There was a great deal of work to be done and it would not wait because some wounds would not heal. And perhaps the work would help the healing. Still, deep within was a sense that even after all the years since his mother’s and brother’s deaths, there was no hope of those wounds healing, but perhaps time might deaden them.
  


  
    The lookout aloft shouted “Sails in sight!” and the captain called for men aloft. As much as he hated being barefoot in the cold, Jim Dasher, freebooting merchant sailor out of Hansulé, endured it. Jim knew enough of the barmen, whores, and dockworkers to convince anyone he was Jaman Rufiki. His dark hair but fair skin made him look like a Sea of Kingdoms man, which fitted with his false life story: born in Pointer’s Head, whence he had first shipped out, then spent years along the Great Sea, from Ithra down to Brijané.
  


  
    He had used his transportation orb to arrive in Queral unseen, where he was met by his agents. No one south of that city had reported in the last three months and he suspected his safe houses in the south of the Empire might have been compromised. He didn’t wish to risk appearing in a room full of murderers in Hansulé, so he arrived at the nearest city where he knew he’d be safe, purchased as fast a horse as he could and rode it nearly to death getting to Hansulé.
  


  
    There he had found what Franciezka’s agents had reported to her; a massive fleet at anchor, nearly two hundred ships. He wondered if another hundred had departed since her agents had last reported or if their report had been inaccurate. One night in the local taverns had given him his answer: the initial three hundred had departed southward, as reported, and another hundred had left just the week before, also heading south.
  


  
    Jim had been left to ponder what madness had gripped the Imperial Keshian Court. Peace had benefited both nations since the ill-fated attempt by Kesh to lay siege to Krondor after the Serpent War. The West from the Far Coast to Krondor had been in shambles after the Emerald Queen’s invasion had driven the Armies of the West back to Nightmare Ridge where at last they had been thrown back.
  


  
    Pug had forced an armistice down the throats of both sides, effectively severing all ties with the Kingdom, but saving it nevertheless. Now after years of rebuilding, the Kingdom was as strong in the West as they had been before the Emerald Queen’s invasion of the Bitter Sea. War now made no sense whatsoever.
  


  
    There must be something I’m not seeing, Jim thought as he climbed the rigging. As much as he hated sailors’ work, he was good enough at it that he aroused no suspicion. Getting this berth had been more difficult than anticipated, since the Imperial Keshian Army was involved. They had guards standing at every recruitment position at the docks, and Jim had no doubt agents of the Imperial Intelligence Corps were as well. His current opposite number was the young and very talented Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan, the latest in a line of very wily desert men from the Jal-Pur entrusted with the safety of the Empire.
  


  
    Jim had liked his father a great deal, but he had come to an untimely demise, one Jim was certain was not natural. All Jim knew was he had had no hand in it, a fact he had made sure to impress on Kaseem. Even to this day, two years later, Jim had no inkling of who had managed to kill the cleverest man he had ever opposed. Even if he had wanted him dead— which he had on more than one occasion— he was uncertain how he might manage it. And without vanity, Jim knew if he couldn’t think of a way, no one else should be able to, either.
  


  
    Jim didn’t know Kaseem well; he was difficult to read and he had never seen him face-to-face, as he had his father. In Jim’s line of work, one learned of one’s opponents by how they operated their networks, conducted the spy trade, and how many bodies littered the way. The Hazara-Khans, going back to the founder of the Imperial Keshian Intelligence Corps, Abdur Rachman Memo Hazara-Khan, had been adept at keeping bloodshed to a minimum while confounding the Kingdom as often as they could. Jim was merely the latest head of the King’s spy network to curse the day the Hazara-Khans first drew breath.
  


  
    Jim knew one thing: all intelligence went through Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan, and if he could have an hour with him, Jim might learn why the greatest empire in the world’s history had decided to attack the second and third most powerful nations together. For to attack the Isles was to attack Roldem: they were too closely allied for the Kingdom of Roldem to back away graciously from the conflict and play the part of neutral party or honest broker.
  


  
    Jim reefed sails along with the other seamen, his feet planted firmly on the ropes below the yard. He looked up and saw the ship was slowly being brought into a harbourage on the north side of a massive island. The Island of Snakes, he thought. Why would we be stopping here?
  


  
    As he secured the sails he did a rough calculation. About thirty or more ships were at anchor, a few warships, but mostly merchant vessels, the majority being coast-huggers like the one he served on. Jim knew as soon as he signed on the Suja that he was not heading around the world. There had been no deep-water ships in the flotilla in Hansulé when he had arrived. He just didn’t know if they would be heading north or south. As soon as they weighed anchor, he had known they’d be following the two fleets that had departed before them.
  


  
    Gossip had it that the first fleet had consisted mostly of warships with a few support vessels. He assumed they would enter the Bitter Sea and sweep away any Quegan galleys foolish enough to come south or any privateers sailing out of Durbin. Their target had to be the Kingdom’s fleet at Port Vykor. If they came in and hit them fast, they could set up defences in that captured city and keep the Armies of the West from moving to support the Kingdom town of Landreth on the north shore of the Sea of Dreams. If they could hold it for a month, the Vale of Dreams would effectively be Kesh’s for years to come.
  


  
    But why stop at a deserted island? They were sufficiently provisioned for the journey up to Elarial, which was a large city with deepwater facilities for refitting and outfitting ships. It was the logical place to replenish supplies. So why were they here?
  


  
    Jim finished his work as the anchor was dropped and word was passed for the day watch to go below to the mess. He headed down the companionway and fell in line to get his meal. He ate without thinking about what was in the bowl and drank the weak, watery ale that was his portion for the day.
  


  
    Above his head he could hear activity on deck and wondered who was working if the day watch and night watch were both below. Unlike deepwater ships on long voyages, there was no middle watch. Once sails were set along the coast and the business of keeping the ship in good order was in hand, there were ample moments for rest on either watch.
  


  
    When the meal was over, most men fell into bunks, as was their habit, but Jim went up on deck to see if he could make any sense of what was taking place. He reached the top of the companionway and ducked down as he came out, just in case the captain or first officer was concerned about such a trespass.
  


  
    No one was watching the exit from below. The Suja was a two-master, both lateen-rigged, and was well suited to work the coasts. Her company was small, no more than thirty men, so Jim had little trouble staying out of view.
  


  
    In the distance he could see boats ferrying cargo from the island to the ships anchored closer to the shore. The captain glanced down from the poop deck and noticed Jim, but said nothing, turning his attention back to the land. Jim took that to mean there was no prohibition about being on deck.
  


  
    Whoever had been unloading on deck had made quick work of it. A bundle of what looked to be small crates was lashed down near the forecastle, under a canvas cover. Jim moved to the railing and looked down to see the longboat that had brought the cargo pulling away. Those on deck must have gone over the side just moments before Jim had come up on deck.
  


  
    In the longboat were four sailors rowing easily, since the large craft was empty. In the stern was a hooded figure with his hand on the tiller and when Jim noticed the hand, his heart almost leapt into his throat.
  


  
    Sticking out of the sleeve of a deep red robe was a green-scaled hand ending in black talons. There was only one race on this world it could belong to.
  


  
    Pantathians!
  


  



  • Chapter Seven •


  


  Traveller


  


  



  
    Child screamed.
  


  
    The flyer had come out of the noonday sun, and struck hard enough to stun her for a moment. Only by ducking her chin and twisting to the left did she manage to avoid having her throat ripped out from behind, though she took a deep gash to her shoulder. She swung her elbow viciously, catching the flyer on the side of the head.
  


  
    It was all she needed.
  


  
    Before the flyer regained his senses she had her fangs in his throat and had bitten down hard and deep enough to end his life. Thoughts and images came flooding into her, as was always the case with a kill, and she felt herself grow again. She was now physically the match of any but the most powerful demon lords: the flyer only survived for as long as it did because of surprise and her momentary disorientation. She realized this might continue to be a problem, for she did not appear to be as powerful as she was. It was her magic and knowledge that had given her an advantage over the vast majority of individual demons she encountered, and she was wise enough to avoid groups too powerful to destroy.
  


  
    She had grown in size and was as physically mature as she was likely to get through natural means. She was, by the standards of their race, a particularly striking female. Gender was often a matter of choice among demonkind, and some like Belog were male in only the most superficial sense of the term.
  


  
    For striking she was, tall and lithe, with curving hips and long legs. She had a flat stomach despite her ravenous appetite, and had developed a round, if small, bosom. Her neck was long but what was most striking were her features; she had kept her small fangs, but otherwise her face was almost human in her features, as if she was inclined to become a succubus of the First Realm. Belog wondered if perhaps in her previous existence she had been such, for she had shown only passing interest in them, yet had seemed almost single-minded in her curiosity about the demon realm.
  


  
    She paused as she drank in the essence of the flyer and realised she had to exert her will. She felt a strong desire to transform herself into a flyer. She didn’t hesitate. Flying would have given her speed and the ability to hunt, but she would lose strength, and as she sensed her power growing, she decided it was better to guard her strength rather than waste it by transforming herself into a creature of lesser might.
  


  
    She knew that should she choose, she could direct her future growth to choosing wings. But to be a flyer of her size would require mastery of magic, a topic she returned to frequently, so it was a possibility, just not now.
  


  
    She motioned to Belog to come out from behind the rocks where he hid, waiting to see the outcome of the attack, knowing that had the flyer been victorious, Belog would have attempted to steal away while the flyer feasted upon her.
  


  
    They were in the middle of a vast plateau riven with gullies, valleys with dead ends; deep crevasses which forced them to double back and pick their way across the baked red landscape. It was torturous travel, but they kept moving.
  


  
    The air hung heavy with dust and the smell of sulphur, metallic hints of copper and iron, and the stench of decay. Plumes of hot gases erupted around them, foul, yellowish geysers and fumaroles. Hellish was the only word to describe it, a fact she found oddly amusing, but she wasn’t entirely sure why.
  


  
    She beckoned for him to consume what she had left. As he ate, she asked, “Why are the flyers so slight?”
  


  
    “Creatures that fly have hollow bones, though the bone wall is sturdy. They must be light so their wings can lift them. The muscles that drive the wings are powerful, though.” He stopped to bite deep into the dead flyer’s haunch. There was still enough energy left within the flesh to sustain him for a few more days. She was being generous in how much she provided. Or calculating; it was the nature of demons that the first sacrifice to hunger was intelligence, yet her desire for knowledge was equal to her hunger for flesh. She was not only keeping him alive, she was keeping him useful.
  


  
    He swallowed, then said, “Some flyers can lift their own weight, but they tend to be smaller than this. It is a limited choice.”
  


  
    “I came to that conclusion just now. Why give up power?”
  


  
    “Speed and vision, each is a different sort of power. You can see threats coming from farther away; you can outrun pursuit. You can soar high above the struggle.” He shrugged as if to indicate he was offering reasons, not making a judgment. “But you have to sacrifice strength.”
  


  
    “I have seen…” She stopped. “No, I have another’s memories of massive flyers, carrying weapons and wearing armour.”
  


  
    “Such creatures fly by more than the strength of their wings. They use magic to keep aloft. They are very powerful, lords, princes, and kings.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    Belog had come to understand that this was Child’s usual method of enquiry, following a thread of discussion till she found out what she wanted to know.
  


  
    “In the Time Before Time, when we were all like Savages—” he began. He had discovered after several beatings at her hands that she had a preference for old lore; so perhaps the first Archivist she had devoured had a preference for ancient history. “—a great chieftain arose among the first of the People. His name was Aelor. He ruled the inner kingdoms and brought order out of chaos. He decreed that we live on a great disc, at the centre of which he established the first settlements. Five original kingdoms, each ruled by their own king, followed by others, and all were known as The First Kingdoms. Around those kingdoms arose the Second Kingdoms, then the Savage Lands and beyond that, Madness.”
  


  
    He could see that she was growing impatient, having had heard this before. “In service to those kings, some were granted protection as vassals to their lords. Some among those were given great power as their reward, including magic.”
  


  
    At the mention of magic, he could see her attention grow rapt and he knew he had made the right choice. “Tell me more about magic,” she said.
  


  
    Belog had come to recognize her moods and when she exhibited a keen interest for a subject, he could not gloss over anything, no matter how tedious he might find the discussion. In his experience, she was unique, and how she came to be this way was a mystery. She came from a class of demon that for lack of a better conceptual term would be labelled “labourer” or “servant,” and not worth much consideration by any being of power. Her mother was a menial, and her father a worker in support of the King’s army who had gone off to wage war against the minions of Maarg, when things as Belog knew them had begun to unravel.
  


  
    He continued, “Magic is the name for a system of controlling power that spans the divide between the tangible and the intangible. By the force of will, the keen intellect of the mind, and the ability to discipline oneself, a person can practise, ‘magic,’ as it is called.”
  


  
    “Can you do magic?” she asked, ardently curious.
  


  
    “No, that wasn’t permitted. Our lord Dahun saw clearly in his mind that there needed to be a distinct demarcation between classes, lest one being grow too powerful and overturn the balance of things.”
  


  
    She laughed, the first time she had felt the impulse and the first time he had heard one of his race do so out of mere amusement. “Lest one being grow too powerful and challenge his might!” She fixed Belog with a sharp eye. “I know more by the day, my teacher. Perhaps some day I will know as much as you.”
  


  
    “A day to be welcomed, as a teacher, for you know your student has learned all you have to offer, but one to be feared as well.”
  


  
    “Because without my need for you, you become another meal?” she asked with what could only have been a mocking tone.
  


  
    “Because one fears the loss of such inspiring company,” he replied.
  


  
    She cocked her head to one side, then chuckled. “I believe that is called flattery.”
  


  
    His eyes widened. “You do indeed possess great knowledge, Child. I have never spoken to you of such a thing. It is not a concept widely known to our race. Only the class of succubae, the seducers and drainers of life, are adept at it. They use it to gull lesser beings.” She gazed at him with fascination. “It is something weaker beings employ, a convention of false praise in exchange for favourable regard from a more powerful being. It is a tool of seduction, so…”
  


  
    “Magic,” she interrupted. “I would learn it.”
  


  
    He took a deep breath. “Then we must seek another, and this may prove difficult, Child. We must find a magic-user powerful enough to be useful to us, but not so powerful as to destroy us all. Our lord Dahun was jealous in his allocation of magic and controlled carefully who was allowed to use it.”
  


  
    “I believe magic-users exist among the Savages.”
  


  
    He was quiet again. He was often surprised at the knowledge she already possessed. Finally, he conceded her point. “Yes, but there is an additional risk. The Savages are more like animals than rational beings. They exist in the old ways, slaughtering one another for position. King Maarg allowed his realm to retain many Savage customs, and he was anathema to lord Dahun. It was Maarg whom Dahun went to destroy when last our lord left us.”
  


  
    “I think our lord left because of that,” Child said pointing to the east.
  


  
    Belog didn’t need to be told what “that” was, for he knew she meant the dark wave of destruction that oozed and flowed out of the Centre, devouring all it touched.
  


  
    “The Darkness,” he said quietly. “But if so, why the show of arms and might? Why march against Maarg? Why not—” he made a gesture with his flattened hand, “—just slip away?”
  


  
    Child cocked her head to one side. He had come to recognize this meant she was grappling with a problem. “I do not know,” she said at the last. “I should think, though, that for a king of Dahun’s majesty, it would be difficult to slip anywhere, un noticed.” She smiled. “Perhaps he needed a diversion?”
  


  
    He marvelled again at the complexity of her mind. Had the horror from the Centre not come upon them, this one would have been culled early and evaluated. Either she would have been placed in an area of critical need and educated or she would have been killed as potentially dangerous. She was a remarkable child. He wondered if she had been someone remarkable before her last death, and if this new order imposed by Dahun, with matings and child-rearing encouraged rather than simply letting offspring spawn in the crèches and fend for themselves, might have done something to her mind.
  


  
    For among the People, as soon as life returned after death, the faster one fed and the quicker one grew, the more of one’s previous life-memories endured. Belog was old for his race; he was more than a century past his prime, which was unheard of before the coming of Dahun. He knew he had been very young when the Demon King had taken power, but his memories were fading into the dim mists of the past.
  


  
    “Perhaps, but that is for another time and place to ponder. If you want to learn magic, we must make a plan.”
  


  
    Her smile broadened to a grin. “I love to plan. I am very pleased I didn’t eat you, Belog.”
  


  
    “As am I, Child.”
  


  
    They were now close to the road east, forced to hug its verge by the exigencies of the landscape and marauding bands of demons. A large band of very small demons scurried along the verge on the other side of the broad road, while Child and Belog watched from behind a rock on a rise. “So many,” she observed, and Belog couldn’t tell if she spoke out of hunger or simply idle curiosity. She was easily the most inquisitive mind he had ever encountered.
  


  
    “Tell me about armies,” Child said suddenly.
  


  
    Belog was surprised. “In what respect?”
  


  
    “Why do they exist?” Her voice betrayed a note of frustration he had become familiar with, as if she expected him to know her moods and desires without asking.
  


  
    “No matter how powerful a lord or king, there are others out there of equal or greater power. Armies are expressions of a…” He stopped, as if groping for the proper words. “A need for respite in the struggle, I think would be the best way to put it.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand,” Child said, slightly petulantly. “What is this ‘respite’?”
  


  
    “We are by nature a race that struggles,” he began as they walked across the broken land that signalled the edge of the Kingdom of Dahun and the beginning of what had once been the Kingdom of Maarg. “Ever since the Time Before Time, we have been born, have killed and eaten, or been killed and eaten, and we have been reborn. If we are fortunate, life experiences give us purpose and direction and we endure for a time.
  


  
    “Some rise to great power, and many serve willingly in exchange for protection and privilege. Dahun had many generals, many counsellors, many who were given the duty to administer his realm.”
  


  
    “Armies, Belog, tell me of armies.”
  


  
    “Other kings, rivals, also have their demesnes and as individuals struggle and contest with one another. Armies are a threat; if you attack me, I will defend myself, or if you annoy me, I will attack you. Maarg controlled a great kingdom, but he was afraid of Dahun and worried about the other kings in the Savage Realms. Other kings of the Second Kingdoms contended with Dahun, and with one another— alliances shifted constantly— and sometimes armies were unleashed, and wars were fought. But for long periods of time, armies were held in check. Large armies at the ready deter others from attacking.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Child, as if she understood. “The larger the army, the longer the respite.”
  


  
    “To a point. Armies require a great deal of support: food, weapons, a place for them to sleep.”
  


  
    “Explain?” demanded Child.
  


  
    They walked down a widening gully until they came to three branching gullies, directing them uphill again. Belog knew that once this must have been a large pond or small lake with three feeding rivers. He spoke quickly of logistics and keeping an army fit and ready to fight. Of the need for support so that soldiers did not fall to killing one another in the old, Savage way.
  


  
    When she tired of the detail, she would interrupt with another question. “Tell me about war and victory and defeat,” she instructed.
  


  
    He turned his narrative skills to best effect and launched into a long discourse on the nature of organized struggle while they climbed up the long slope towards the mountains beyond. Although there was much about this relationship he found tedious, his constant lecturing was honing the skills of his trade. He was required by Child’s endless questions to reach into his memory for facts and thoughts untouched in years.
  


  
    As an archivist he had been given the responsibility to help with the cataloguing and organization of whatever knowledge came to King Dahun: books, scrolls, devices, anything and everything that might prove useful to their demon lord. The archivists had become the closest thing to a brotherhood seen in the demon realm, for every night when they sat in their shared quarters, they would tell one another of those things they had encountered during the day.
  


  
    Belog had been among the first in his guild and possessed more knowledge than all but a few among them. He had a particular bent for associations, so he saw how knowledge dis covered and shared by one might relate to knowledge dis covered by another, in a way that was not immediately apparent to others. If any demon in the guild had been considered “senior” or of highest rank, it was probably Belog, though those in his calling had never made much of an issue of this. By nature they were as close to being gentle as a demon could be.
  


  
    Cresting the ridge, Child said, “Where do we go now, Teacher?”
  


  
    He was secretly pleased to be called this, but answered, “It depends on where you wish to go.”
  


  
    She fixed him with a look that told him she was unhappy with that reply, but he was growing in certainty that it would take a situation of crisis proportions for her to kill him. If there was such a thing as affection in their race, these two had chanced upon it.
  


  
    “I was not mocking you, Child,” he said, taking a moment’s rest upon a rock. The long trek was taking its toll. He knew his intelligence was beginning to decline. It would take weeks, perhaps as much as a month of not eating, but eventually he would devolve to a near-animal state and attack Child, even though it would be death for him to do so.
  


  
    He gazed up into her face and was again astonished at how she was evolving, becoming finer-featured and even more alluring. She must have been a succubus in her previous in carnation, he was almost certain of it now. From the way she was beginning to appear, he was sure she had spent a great deal of time on the mortal planes. Softly he said, “I think you have already decided where we are going, Child.”
  


  
    She smiled and then laughed aloud. It was a musical, beautiful sound. Then her expression turned sombre. She pointed to the east. “How long before the Darkness gets here?”
  


  
    “I do not know, Child. It appears to keep growing no matter what is done; fire, steel, magic have been brought against it, yet it happily embraces whatever it touches. A sharpened steel arrow, a falling shard of masonry, the cowering figure of a child, all are welcomed to oblivion by its touch. It is relentless, but unhurried.” He paused and calculated. “I judge a few years, maybe five.”
  


  
    “But it will come?”
  


  
    “If we have learned anything of the Darkness it is that it is inevitable.”
  


  
    “Then we can not stop,” she said. “If we travel for another five years, then in ten it will overtake us. Nothing can stop it.”
  


  
    “Everything the Darkness touches it dissolves, and even the stones scream in pain as they are rendered into nothing, yet the Darkness itself is silent, making no sound whatever. It is without substance, yet it consumes all. Yet no matter how much it consumes, it remains without substance. Nothing appeases it, nothing stops it. It just is.”
  


  
    “What do you think it wants?” asked Child, still staring into the distance.
  


  
    “I can not pretend to know,” said the old teacher with a sigh. “It is something of a speculation in itself that the Darkness may even be capable of wanting, which would require awareness. Does the wind want anything? Or the rain that falls? Or the fire that burns? Does the sand want as we tread upon it?”
  


  
    Fixing Belog with a strange expression, Child said, “The wind wants balance, the rain wants to seep as far down as possible, and the fire wants to breathe and grow.” Then she smiled a tiny smile and added, “I must confess I have no idea what the sand wants.”
  


  
    He was silent for a long while as he considered her words, then said, “Yet those are mere explanations of their nature and their reason for existence, not any concession to will and consciousness.”
  


  
    “Perhaps,” she said with a shrug. “I will not be here when the Darkness arrives, no matter how far I must travel.”
  


  
    “Where will you go?” asked Belog.
  


  
    “Tell me of Dahun’s war on Maarg in the mortal realm,” she demanded.
  


  
    He was surprised by the question, and a little annoyed that she had ignored his. Yet it was clear it was time to start moving again, heading into the now-ravaged former Kingdom of Maarg, looking for only she knew what, and along the way he would be expected to educate and, to a lesser degree, entertain her. And Child would hunt for and feed him.
  


  
    As existences went, outside the comfort of working on behalf of the King with the other archivists, this wasn’t a particularly unpleasant one, save for all the walking, he amended silently.
  


  
    As they continued, he told of the summoning of all the King’s forces, how his army was marshalled and every magic at his disposal was used to transport them to a world in the mortal realm, where the armies of Maarg, along with Sebran, Chatak, and other kings of the Second Kingdoms as well as chieftains and warlords of the Savage Lands had been fighting with a race known as the Star Elves. They were physically weak, mortal beings, but they had been cunning and used powerful magic effectively. Their soldiers could not stand against the combined might of five demon armies, but each demon had faced a dozen swords, and the demon legion had paid a price for their victories. More than a million demons had been returned to the breeding crèches, it was estimated, and had the demons been mortal, the war would have been over. But each time a demon died, it returned to the world of its birth, and quickly it was fed and nurtured to fighting strength, then returned to the struggle.
  


  
    Then Dahun had struck, when Maarg’s force had inexplicably turned on their own allies, then Dahun had descended on the remnants, and in the end had fought his way across the mortal realm.
  


  
    Then nothing more had been heard from the great Demon King or his generals. His army and all his retainers had vanished, as if they had never lived.
  


  
    And Dahun’s kingdom had been left to defend itself against the Darkness.
  


  
    She began asking questions, and he attempted to answer them as best he could.
  


  
    “Why are all rulers male?” she asked at one point. “They aren’t. All kings are male. Female rulers are called queens.”
  


  
    She nodded, and said nothing and they went on their way, leaving behind a horror even two demons could not understand.
  


  



  • Chapter Eight •


  


  Sailor


  


  



  
    The storm roiled.
  


  
    The Suja slammed through heavy combers as it rounded the headlands before making the long run into Caralyan Bay. The crew had proven as ignorant as Jim expected, dock dregs hired at the last minute against the presence of someone such as himself, a Kingdom spy. All they knew was that every ship in Kesh seemed to have been gathered at Hansulé and all of them needed able-bodied sailors.
  


  
    Jim knew where the ship was by the simple expedient of being able to calculate speed and position in his head. It had been something of a surprise when he had overheard an officer ask the captain where they were headed and he had discovered they were bound for Caralyan and not the deep-water harbour at Elarial.
  


  
    Still, at the moment, Jim was too busy keeping a grip on wet sheets while reefing sails to wonder about the logic behind that choice. It was the dead of night and the only way Jim and the other men aloft could find their way around the rigging was by the light of a single shuttered oil lantern on each mast and by touch. The ropes were rough enough that he could keep a grip on them with his toes and haul in canvas. But it was the most dangerous task a sailor had to face, working aloft in a gale at night.
  


  
    Jim was certain that when the storm broke several ships would be lost along the way. The storm had blown for over a day now, and the only good of it was that they would reach their destination two days ahead of schedule.
  


  
    Jim lashed the sails furiously and then made his way to the relative safety of the mast. There he clambered down to the top of the shroud and from there scampered down to the deck. The captain was apparently happy with the timing of things, since the storm seemed to be lessening and he would run for another hour on those sails left up.
  


  
    Jim made his way below to the relative dryness and warmth of the crew deck. The deck was almost empty as most of the watch was still aloft. Jim went to the hammock he had claimed when he had first gone below and ran his hand absently over the edge closest to the ship’s bulkhead. A satisfying lump greeted his passing touch: his concealed transport orb snuggled away in the fabric where the support rope was sewn into place. He threw himself into the canvas, content to dry off as best he could in the cold, damp air. There had been a supply of rough linen rags to dry off with when the storm began, but they were now in a heap by the companionway, soaked and probably growing a heroic infection of mildew, Jim thought. Still, what he would give for one hot dry towel right now.
  


  
    On the other hand, he could still be aloft. He didn’t have to feign fatigue. He knew two or three others would come stumbling below in minutes as more top-riggers were sent below. He wanted them to find a soundly sleeping sailor, not someone to engage in idle chatter. Had they any information worth gleaning, he’d have been happy to be gossiping like a woman at market, but as he knew as much about this voyage as they did, he’d rather sleep.
  


  
    Of all the roles Jim had undertaken during his career, he despised being a sailor above all others. He’d rather wrangle angry camels across the summer heat of the Jal-Pur Desert or fight his way out of a bandit fortress than spend one more night aboard this ship.
  


  
    Yet duty called. He had to know what this fleet was about, for while he lacked specificity, he had no doubt whatever the truth turned out to be it was ill news for the Kingdom. As he let sleep take him, he wondered not for the first time what role the Pantathian Serpent Priests had in all this.
  


  
    Sleep was brief as the order for all hands on deck came at dawn. Jim arose amid the usual grumbling of the men, adding a brief invective directed towards whatever lunatic had decreed this expedition, in keeping with his character, then headed up on deck.
  


  
    Rather than be sent aloft to unfurl sails, he was directed towards the bow where a gang manned the capstan that lowered the anchor. It was a grey dawn, but the storm had blown out, leaving them on a choppy sea of slate and metallic green, under a hazy sky. But what had Jim’s attention was that they were being directed towards a spot near shore, where the ship would drop anchor.
  


  
    As he expected, those not aloft already were told to man the lee side and watch for rocks. He went to the railing and glanced over, seeing nothing but deep choppy water and the occasional foam cap. He glanced towards shore and saw they were less than a quarter of a mile off the breakers. He calculated they were still a half-day’s sail from the city, and wondered just how many ships had already arrived.
  


  
    As the dawn grew lighter and the weather became more clement, he got his answer: more ships than he had dreamed possible. As if to endorse his worst fear a squadron of Brijaner longships hove into view, moving to a location somehow communicated to them by whoever was in charge of this impossible fleet.
  


  
    Glancing around to ensure no one was watching, Jim scrambled up a shroud to the mainmast, then quickly climbed to the top spar and looked towards the distant port. They were still far enough away that there was no sign of land where he knew the city would be. They were anchored in a vast curving bay, only serving as decent harbourage up in the top of the arch, where the mass of land to the north sheltered it from the worst weather coming in from the north-west. At least now Jim understood why they were here instead of up at Elarial. This many ships would clog even the vast entrance to that harbour.
  


  
    Then another certainty struck him: Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan must have spotted his agents in Caralyan and was having them shadowed. No ship in this flotilla would be close enough to the city to be observed, unless by magic, or by one of Jim’s agents hiring a boat for a lovely day’s sailing.
  


  
    With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, he slithered down a sheet and dropped nimbly to the deck. He had wondered why all his agents south of here had gone silent, and those from here and to the north were untouched. Now he realized that Hazara-Khan didn’t care. Whatever he was planning, it would be in full play before word of this massive fleet reached the Kingdom.
  


  
    Jim knew two things: he had to find out where this massive navy was heading, the Far Coast or Krondor; then he had to get off this ship and return to Krondor. He calculated. Logic dictated that the Empire of Great Kesh was going to attempt to reclaim all the land lost hundreds of years ago in one crushing assault. If those Brijaner longships were the first through the Straits of Darkness and could provide a screen against Quegan raiders, the rest of this fleet could make straight along the southern coast of the Bitter Sea and a three-pronged assault on Land’s End, Port Vykor, and Krondor could be undertaken.
  


  
    Calvary could be on its way north from the Keshian cities of Jonril and Nar Ayab to come at the Vale of Dreams from the south-east, while the garrison of Durbin would be in support of the Keshian forces already in Shamata. Kesh would control the Vale within a week: Land’s End would fall in days, and if the King’s Western Fleet was caught at anchor at Port Vykor, Kesh would control the Bitter Sea.
  


  
    If he were conducting this assault he would set a blockade of Krondor and then a raid up to Sarth, ensuring that help from Yabon would not be forthcoming. The forces on the Far Coast would be insignificant and if brought east through the passes in the Grey Towers, they’d be backed up behind those forces from Yabon halted north of Sarth.
  


  
    Then Jim stopped. The only part of this that made no sense whatsoever is what Hazara-Khan would do in the South. He did not need to see the Keshian general’s orders and plans to know that every garrison south of the Overn Deep had been marshalled and was now aboard these ships. By conventional logic, hordes of very angry tribesmen should be pouring though the Girdle of Kesh into the lush farmlands of the Southern Empire.
  


  
    Is this where the Pantathians played a part? he wondered. For something had to convince them to keep the peace without the heel of Kesh’s boot on their necks.
  


  
    Suddenly Jim was as near panic as he was inclined to get. He had discovered everything possible to discover on this ship, but getting off was problematic. He could use his secret orb to return to his office in Krondor, which was his plan as soon as he knew more. The problem was in learning more. He was anchored near enough off the coast that swimming through the breakers to reach the beach was not a terrible danger. But once on the coast, then what? He would have more than twenty miles on foot before he reached any portion of the bay that would give him any more useful information, or faster transportation, and he would still have no idea what the plan was. There had to be another way.
  


  
    He moved without thought at the order of the first mate, to start smartening up some lines and cleaning the decks. That meant the captain planned on staying a while. Jim resisted an urge to vent his frustration vocally and instead settled for a repeat of the same thought: there had to be another way.
  


  
    

  


  ***


  
    

  


  
    Two uneventful days went by, which didn’t mean Jim had time to dwell upon his current position; a ship at sea, even one at anchor, required a great deal of attention, and as the Suja was short-handed— as apparently was every other vessel in the fleet— watches were half-day on, half-day off, though the “off” was a matter of definition. After meals on the crew deck, there were sails to mend, ropes to splice, as well as wandering through the guts of the ship with a lantern investigating leaks, and ensuring the storm hadn’t damaged the masts or the keelson. Jim elected to do the hull inspection, hoping to find some cargo or other indication of what this ship’s role was to be, but he was frustrated to the point of madness in discovering the hold was empty. There was cargo on deck, he knew, crates brought aboard by the Pantathians, but they were lashed down under heavy canvas and there was always someone on deck; he stood no chance of being able to investigate the contents.
  


  The third morning, ships began to weigh anchor, the Brijaner longships among the first. Jim took a deep breath to still his impatience; they were the logical first-strike flotilla, as they could outmanoeuvre any Quegan galley in the Bitter Sea, and would most likely run a screen so that heavier Keshian war galleys could come in behind and strike straight for Port Vykor.


  
    More than once Jim itched to grab his teleportation orb and get to Krondor, but he knew he was at the point at which the warning he would bring would be scant days before Kingdom picket ships west of Land’s End caught sight of the foreign sails. A week’s extra preparation would mean little against this onslaught.
  


  
    Then came the order for the Suja to raise anchor and lower sails. But the trim was for manoeuvring, and the order was to make way towards the city of Caralyan, not head out to sea. Jim got aloft with the top gang and unfurled sails and then got busy trimming them. They were sailing a close reach into a turn that would put a following breeze behind them as the wind was from the south this day, and it would be easy to pick up too much speed if the captain wanted a slow approach. Given the clutter of ships ahead, Jim was certain the captain wanted a very slow, cautious approach. As they neared the harbour, Jim could scarcely believe his eyes, for there were still more than a hundred ships standing off, as cargo barges and small service boats ran back and forth from land; they were not just coming out of the harbour itself, but from along the beaches beyond.
  


  
    The order was given to drop anchor and reef sails, every man stood to, and the ship came to rest less than a quarter of a mile from a long beach. In the distance he could make out the smudge on the horizon he knew was the city of Caralyan, or at least the smoke from its chimneys. He had never cared for this city, finding it a second-rate port and rarely worth watching, but he had an agent there, anyway.
  


  
    A longboat came towards the ship, and the first mate shouted orders to get cargo nets ready. Jim manned the boom with two other men and another half a dozen sailors pushed aside the main hatchway, and scrambled below to receive cargo.
  


  
    The net was lowered and Jim waited on the hoist until the signal was given. He and two other men turned the heavy crank and the winch turned as the net rose into view.
  


  
    Jim almost let go as a very disturbed-looking cow stared at him. There was another one snug in a sling beside the first, and it was lowing piteously. Jim was no expert on animal husbandry but he had travelled through enough farmland to recognize dairy cattle.
  


  
    Livestock keeps longer than slaughtered meat, so bringing cattle, sheep or even pigs, which are notoriously hard to herd, along behind an army was not unheard of, especially if good hunting wasn’t anticipated. But dairy cattle?
  


  
    Then his eyes widened even more as men, women, and children climbed aboard and suddenly Jim understood exactly what was going on. He glanced around to see that everyone else was intent on their job and started gauging when he might get away to his hammock and activate his transport orb; for he now knew exactly what some insane group of Keshian nobles had decided to do.
  


  
    This wasn’t a mere military adventure. It was more than just an all-out assault on the Western Realm of the Kingdom of the Isles, or even a bid to claim all of the Vale of Dreams after years of border skirmishes.
  


  
    Before him were men and women from half a dozen dissimilar places: desert people from Dahali-Kapur, swamp-dwellers from the Dragon Mere and E’Ramere, Ashunta horsemen, and Isalani famers, all from the Keshian Confederation.
  


  
    Kesh wasn’t guarding its borders from the Confederates desperate for better land in the Southern Empire. The Empire was bringing Confederates to the Far Coast and meant to give them Kingdom land.
  


  
    This wasn’t just another war; it was a wholesale invasion and colonization. They didn’t intend to conquer those lands and rule a fractious population, they were going to displace that population with people who would gratefully obey Imperial law so they could hold on to their new, treasured homes.
  


  
    Jim glanced around and saw more ships unfurling sails to begin their voyage to the north. Without knowing the exact number of ships he could only estimate, but at the very least the Empire of Great Kesh was bringing over twenty thousand famers, herdsmen, and craftsmen to the Far Coast, roughly three times the entire population of Kingdom citizens. And the majority of fighting-age men had been mustered and were probably now half-way to Krondor.
  


  
    Jim fought the sense of nausea that rose in his gullet.
  


  
    Jim watched as the last of the “cargo” came aboard. The men among the colonists had moved into like groups, keeping as much distance away from traditional enemies as the confined space below permitted.
  


  
    He was climbing rigging behind the poop deck when he heard the captain shout, “We’re ready. Stand by to weigh anchor!”
  


  
    Glancing around, Jim saw something over by the next ship that made him pause. As more and more colonists had been boarding the ships, he had considered how Great Kesh was going to seize the Far Coast. It had been a question he could not answer beyond some vague concept of a massive advantage in numbers.
  


  
    Compared to the Confederacy, the Far Coast was teeming with riches. But it was still sparsely populated after over a hundred and fifty years. Two huge wars in the last hundred years had devastated the Western Realm, and the population had been low to begin with. The only city of any size was Carse, though Crydee was still capital of the Duchy, and those population centres, along with Tulan in the south, were relatively stable, having grown by barely more than a tenth since the invasion of the West by the army of the Emerald Queen.
  


  
    He could see why Kesh might want to reclaim the Far Coast after all these years; moving a large portion of the population of the Confederacy made sense. It would pacify a large portion of the rebellious Confederates by thinning out the population and reducing the competition for precious natural resources among those who remained. And it would quickly establish a thriving colony on the Far Coast that could exploit the region far more efficiently than the Kingdom had heretofore, providing a quickly profitable revenue source, but still keeping taxes low for those new colonists.
  


  
    Jim almost admired the audacity of the plan, the sheer scope of it. What a stunning triumph it would be for whatever faction of generals and nobles in the Gallery of Lords and Masters were behind this! But then his admiration fell short when he considered it was his kingdom that was being carved up to make this dream a reality.
  


  
    What he saw on the next ship suddenly brought the entire plan together. Slavers. The next ship was boarding a party of at least fifty members of Kesh’s Slavers’ Guild.
  


  
    Outlawed in the Kingdom for nearly two centuries, slavery was still an institution in Kesh. More than one Keshian slave had died trying to reach safety in the Kingdom, but few could get across the frontier.
  


  
    The sick feeling returned to the pit of Jim’s stomach. Now he knew how Kesh’s invading colonists would deal with those they displaced. He had imagined them being run up into the hills to find their way to the East and the haven of Yabon, or the Free Cities, or perhaps seeking sanctuary with the dwarves or the elves up in Elvandar.
  


  
    Two problems solved at once, thought Jim as he started back down the ropes, as if he had an important task besides scuttling up to the yards and unfurling sails. First the villagers and towns-people would not have to be considered as a potential liability; boys displaced from their homes would not grow up to be outlaws and bandits in the woodlands and forests of the Far Coast, and some of the expense of this massive invasion would be under-written by a vast influx of new bodies for the trading blocs in every city in the Empire.
  


  
    For one brief second Jim felt overwhelmed. Who could have devised this insane plan, one so overreaching that it might even work? No one he knew among the rulers of Great Kesh hated the Kingdom enough or was covetous enough to…
  


  
    Then it hit him. There was one common weakness shared by both the Kingdom of the Isles and the Empire of Great Kesh; both were currently ruled by unsure men with no apparent heirs. With the crown in play, a great many political promises could be made irrespective of the likelihood of those promises being kept. When the conditions of a promise were, “When I gain the crown…” those involved knew both the price of failure and the scope of the riches that might be attached to success.
  


  
    Jim hit the deck and scampered below, heading straight for his bunk. He found his tiny sphere and quickly removed it from the fabric of his hammock. He slid the tiny lever that enabled him to select one of three destinations and then the second lever to active it.
  


  
    Nothing happened.
  


  
    Jim barely contained a primitive scream of frustration as he repeatedly tried the device on all of its settings. It had simply stopped working. He knew the Tsurani devices were old, and many had failed, but he had taken the one he judged most likely to work at need and had guessed wrong.
  


  
    He was so caught up in this unexpected change in his plans that he was unaware of the man coming up behind him until the last possible instant. Jim spun and crouched, ready to fight for his life. But he was an instant too late. As a club struck him on the side of the head, a blinding explosion of light was followed by blackness.
  


  
    Jim’s head pounded as if he had been on a seven-day drinking spree and his jaw throbbed. He blinked as he opened his eyes and tried to focus.
  


  
    He wasn’t on the ship.
  


  
    He could sense a difference in the air. It was dry and warm where it had been cool and damp. He was in the desert. Or near it.
  


  
    He looked around and found himself in a large room. He was tied to a heavy wooden chair. A quick personal inventory told him he had not been abused beyond the blow that had rendered him unconscious. From the ringing in his ears he judged that a good thing; another blow like the first one and he might not be waking up now. Two more and it was certain he would never wake up at all.
  


  
    He felt the man stirring before he heard a sound or saw movement, then realized someone was in the corner watching him from the shadows. It was only a moment before he heard a voice say, “Ah, at last. Light.”
  


  
    From behind Jim someone else lit a lantern and Jim at last could make out his companion in the room. A dark-skinned man with a fashionably trimmed beard stood up slowly. He wore rich robes in the fashion of the people of the Jal-Pur and he smiled. He was young, more than twenty years Jim’s junior, but Jim knew he was already a man to fear.
  


  
    “Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan,” Jim said and found his voice came out as little more than a whisper.
  


  
    With a wave of his hand, the Keshian said, “Water. Quickly. And untie his hands.”
  


  
    Two men appeared from the corners behind him, one cutting the ropes around Jim’s wrists, and the other putting a cup of cool water to Jim’s lips. Jim’s hands were shaking when they came up to grip the cup and he drank greedily. When he finished, he spoke and his voice was stronger. “How long?”
  


  
    “Two days. I’m sorry to say my agent was a bit more enthusiastic in fetching you here than I had instructed. He shall be punished.” He stood looking down on Jim. “Lord James Dasher Jamison, it is good to see you again. Or should I be calling you ‘Jim Dasher?’ From your current attire, I’m uncertain. Or would you prefer, ‘Jimmyhand,’ or ‘Quick Jim?’”
  


  
    “What do you want, Kaseem?” said Jim. As the unnamed head of Keshian Intelligence, like his father and grandfathers before him, the young Keshian had played the role of minor court noble in the Imperial Court of Kesh, never for a minute revealing his knowledge of Jim’s position. It was an amiable fiction they both observed. To be dropping all pretence meant something significant.
  


  
    After a long pause Kaseem said, “What makes you think I want anything?”
  


  
    Jim sighed. “Fine. If I must play. For you to have a man on that ship means you were following me since Hansulé. You’re a powerful man, but even you can’t have an agent on every single ship in that fleet.
  


  
    “For your man to drop his role as a sailor and bring me in before I escape to return to the Kingdom means either you want me dead or you want something from me, and as I am not dead, I assume it’s the latter. So, what do you want, Kaseem?” he asked for the third time.
  


  
    “Ah, Jim,” said the Keshian noble. “You and I have a problem.”
  


  
    “Which is?”
  


  
    Coming to kneel beside Jim, the young Keshian desert man put his hand on Jim’s shoulder in an apparently friendly fashion. “Our two governments seem suddenly to be populated by madmen, and as ironic as the gods can be at times, nothing like this has happened in my lifetime. This is the long and short of it: you are the only man I can trust to help end this insane war, and I am the only man you can trust.”
  


  
    There were many things Jim thought he might hear from his opposite number, but this hadn’t once occurred to him as a possibility.
  


  



  • Chapter Nine •


  


  Conclave


  


  



  
    Pug cast his spell.
  


  
    Without any apparent physical effort, he gestured and a wall-frame rose off the ground where the carpenters had laid it, and hovered in the air for a moment. Two workers grabbed it by the ends and Pug moved sixty feet of wall into place without difficulty where it was quickly attached at the base by large iron spikes driven into the foundation stones. Straps of iron were then attached at the corners to link it to the already-standing rear wall of the main house.
  


  
    “Thank you, Pug,” said the chief builder.
  


  
    “You’re welcome, Shane.” He liked the rough-mannered stone-mason who would now oversee the placing of each stone against the frame. The interior would be plastered and when they were finished there would once again be a Villa Beata on Sorcerer’s Isle.
  


  
    Pug turned to see his son directing the disposition of a huge pallet of stones. Two younger magicians, Herbert and Lillian, were using their abilities to lift and steer the stones that Shane would use to face the building. Pug’s decision was not to rebuild the villa to its original specification, but to build it more to his own personal taste and to change a few things he hadn’t cared for over the years he had resided on the island.
  


  
    For one thing, he was not rebuilding the ancient communal bath. It had proved to be a waste of resources for it was rarely used and when it was it was hard to keep the hot water hot and the cold water cold because of the younger magicians’ seemingly uncontrollable impulses in playing pranks on one other. Some of the cultures from which his students hailed had a strict segregation of the sexes while others did not, and one person’s modesty was another’s oddly amusing behaviour.
  


  
    Thinking of a group of sisters who had been students years before, he also amended that some of them found the baths an ideal place to hold parties that quickly got out of hand. He was certain at various times both his sons had found themselves in a steaming bath with an assortment of playful companions. Thinking of Caleb caused Pug to pause for a moment, but there was no use indulging in maudlin thoughts. Letting go of the sadness, he forced himself to remember a happy moment with Caleb and Marie, then turned his attention back to the work at hand.
  


  
    He would install bathing rooms in every dormitory: if students wanted to frolic nude, they could do so on the other side of the island; there was ample water in the lake.
  


  
    A voice from the top of the ridge caused Pug to turn. A young student was waving down at the building site, shouting something Pug could not understand, but his behaviour implied it was of some urgency.
  


  
    Pug used his magic to suddenly appear next to the youngster who stumbled back a step. “What is it, Phillip?”
  


  
    “Ships!” answered the student. “Jack sent me to tell you that many ships are passing to the south.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Pug, and vanished.
  


  
    A moment later he stood atop the highest tower of the black castle, above two windows which conveniently flickered an evil blue light should any ship pass within sight at night, both to alert anyone in the castle and as a warning for seafarers not to come ashore. It was part of the entire charade surrounding the person of the “Black Sorcerer,” a creation of Pug’s father-in-law, Macros the Black, and one continued after his departure by Pug. It protected the privacy of those on the island: anyone who ignored it was either someone welcome on the island, or someone subjected to less subtle means of dissuasion.
  


  
    The young magician there turned without surprise and said, “I make it at least a dozen sails.” Jack was slender with sandy-coloured hair, and piercing blue eyes. Pug also knew those eyes were capable of seeing quite a bit farther than most, a natural ability of magic that was as yet untrained. Pug took advantage of that by putting the young man on lookout duty at least once a week.
  


  
    “I haven’t your eyes,” said Pug with a smile. He formed a circle with his hands, spoke a soft incantation, and suddenly the air in the circle shimmered. The image of the distant horizon within that circle suddenly shifted, seeming to jump towards Pug as he willed the very air to bend, magnifying the image.
  


  
    “I’ve never seen ships like those,” said Jack.
  


  
    “Not on this sea, no,” said Pug. The ships were square-rigged, fast in a following breeze, most carrying only a single mast, with one or two larger vessels possessing a second mast with a lateenrigged sail. The shorter ships had four rowers a side and the longer ships eight, so it was clear the rowing would only be for short periods of manoeuvring, not for long travel. On the bow of each ship was a colourful figure: a dragon, eagle or hawk, each with a carved woman’s head in miniature just below, painted in bright hues. “They’re Keshian.”
  


  
    “I’ve never seen their like in Durbin,” said Jack.
  


  
    “Those are Brijaner longships, from the eastern shores of the Empire of Great Kesh. The Brijaners are raiders, but this is too far from home for them to be operating without the Empire’s approval. Something is going on.” He waved his hands and the image vanished.
  


  
    “I see sails farther to the south,” said Jack, peering as if he could will himself to see further than the limits of his sight.
  


  
    Pug said, “I’ll go take a look.” And he disappeared.
  


  
    An instant later Pug stood in mid-air, using his arts to keep him aloft. He was so high that if a lookout on the topmast of one of the ships below glanced up, he’d appear like nothing more than a bird soaring aloft.
  


  
    Pug lingered long enough only to apprise himself of what was underway, then he returned to the villa construction site.
  


  
    Magnus said, “Father?”
  


  
    “Send word, I want everyone back here as soon as possible for a meeting of the Conclave.”
  


  
    “Everyone?” Since the attack on the island during which his wife Miranda had died, Pug had never requested more than two or three members of the Conclave be present at any one time. The mad magician Leso Varen had somehow managed to circumvent the island’s many magical defences and Pug had become almost obsessed with never allowing his most important lieutenants to gather and become a single target again.
  


  
    “Everyone,” Pug repeated.
  


  
    Magnus didn’t hesitate, using his considerable skills to transport himself in an instant to his father’s study in the Black Castle. A device had been constructed that could be used to summon any or all members of the Conclave of Shadows’ inner circle, those men and women upon whom the organization effectively rested. The device was a large sphere with runic markings around it, each attuned to a member of the inner circle. By depressing the mark associated with that member, the indicated person would receive an unmistakable sensation, a feeling akin to an itch that couldn’t be scratched, annoying enough to awaken any but the soundest sleeper. It would last for ten seconds and then repeat in half an hour and would continue until the member arrived on the island. Pug used the irritation the device caused to drive home the point that these devices he provided were precious and needed to be closely guarded. The idea of having to travel from the other side of the world by conventional means with the recurring itch was a strong goad.
  


  
    Almost immediately members of the inner council began to arrive. Magnus could feel the magical energies even as far away from the meeting cave as he was. He transported himself to a position just outside and walked into the large cavern set within the hillside on the north side of the island.
  


  
    Pug was already there, along with Jason, the magician who acted as Pug’s reeve when he and Magnus were both absent from the island, and the first of the thirty-three summoned members of the Conclave.
  


  
    Grand Master Creegan of the Order of the Shield of the Weak, the martial order of the Temple of Dala, shook his head ruefully. “I trust this is important. I was about to begin a meeting with the senior members of my order when the call arrived. I can put them off for a few hours, but even the authority of my office has limits.”
  


  
    “Understood,” said Pug, shaking his hand.
  


  
    The arrivals continued for a full twenty minutes. The last to make it through were those on the other side of the world, who had been asleep when the call came, several of whom still looked barely awake. A quick head count showed they were all present save two, and Pug began. “We can’t wait. I’m sorry to convene this meeting so abruptly, but something has occurred and we need to address it at once.”
  


  
    The cave had remained unchanged since they had first been introduced to it by Gathis, the odd, goblin-like servant of Macros the Black. Like so many things associated with Macros, two things remained a mystery: the whereabouts of Gathis who had simply vanished one day, leaving Pug alone in charge of the Island; and the true nature of the cave.
  


  
    At first it appeared to be little more than a deep depression in the side of the hill, but when you turned a corner inside it, the cavern presented itself. In a semi-circle along the walls was a ledge of stone that provided a natural seating area, allowing the members to sit in relative comfort. And in the centre of the cavern rose a pillar of stone, on top of which rested a statue to Sarig, the lost god of magic. Over the years the aspect of the bust had changed by mysterious means so that it represented men, women, and other beings who were somehow at that moment an avatar of the god.
  


  
    Pug could never quite fathom if there was something truly significant about the statue, or if it was merely some manifestation of Macros’s love of the theatrical.
  


  
    A still-sleepy magician named Jerome hurried in, obviously having just got dressed after bathing, his wet hair still plastered to his skull. “Sorry,” he said, nodding in greeting.
  


  
    That left just one member missing. Glancing around the cave, Pug said questioningly, “Sandreena?”
  


  
    It was Grand Master Creegan who replied. “There is no reason I can imagine that would keep her from answering the call. She must be incapacitated somehow.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “Or the device failed.”
  


  
    Pug sighed and nodded. The ancient Tsurani transportation orbs were becoming a problem. Translocation or teleportation was one of the more difficult feats, even for practised magicians. Magnus was unparalleled in his ability to travel anywhere he had visited before, as well as certain places he had never seen on the basis of unique features well described to him. Pug could travel easily to any place he could see, or knew, and Magnus had helped him master greater range. But only a handful of magicians could match even Pug’s more limited abilities, and many of the agents of the Conclave, like Grand Master Creegan, were not magicians.
  


  
    Pug whispered to Magnus, “If it’s the device, make sure to turn off the summons. I can’t have her itching every half-hour.” He paused. “Unless you’d like to face her and her mace when she finally does get here?”
  


  
    Magnus vanished and in a moment he was back. “Taken care of, Father.”
  


  
    Pug said, “And Amirantha?”
  


  
    Magnus said, “Despite his residency here for the last few years, you’ve never formally invited him into the Conclave, so he doesn’t have means to return in a hurry. I’ll have to fetch him from the elven city.”
  


  
    Pug said, “Later. I’d rather not disturb him while he’s at E’bar.” His gaze travelled around the assembled members of the Conclave. Then he took a deep breath and announced, “Apparently a very large war is erupting between the Empire of Great Kesh and the Kingdom of the Isles.”
  


  
    Everyone in the room appeared surprised, yet there was little evidence of shock. One magician, by the name of Brandtly, whom Pug had serving as a liaison with Stardock, said, “We’ve heard rumours, and some of the Keshian magicians at Stardock have been absent of late, but rumours of war in the Vale are constant.”
  


  
    Grand Master Creegan asked, “You’ve had no word from agents in either court?”
  


  
    “We don’t properly have an agent in the court in Rillanon,” Pug said, “though we enjoy a special relationship with their intelligence service.” Most in the room knew of Pug’s treatment of the future King of the Isles, Prince Patrick of Krondor, at the end of the war with the Emerald Queen, when Kesh had tried to press its advantage against the Kingdom’s weakened defences in the West. Pug had ended the war, but had publicly embarrassed the hot-tempered young monarch. Since then, relations between the Conclave and the Kingdom had been strained at best, hostile at worst. “If James Jamison had heard anything that had any bearing on this, I can’t imagine he wouldn’t share that intelligence with us. He more than anyone in the King’s service has a sense of what is at stake, what dangers are still out there.” His hand waved vaguely towards the cave entrance, but everyone knew he meant those unknown beings behind the onslaught of demons against this realm. “It may have been years since our enemies last assaulted us, but they will come again, there is no doubt. And we will need every force at our disposal to oppose them. We cannot permit this war. Two devastated armies will not do; two plundered populations will not do.” His voice rose. “Two severely weakened nations will not do.
  


  
    “None of our friends in the court of the Emperor have hinted at such an undertaking. We’ve had reports detailing debates within the Chamber of Lords and Masters, some calling for a more aggressive policy towards the Kingdom, especially regarding the Vale of Dreams. But no warnings, no alarms, nothing.” Pug let out a long breath. “This is no mad adventure conducted by dissidents or a break-away faction in the Empire. For something of this scale, the Emperor himself had to give approval, or at least be in no position to object.”
  


  
    Pug looked at Creegan. “Had the temples any warning?”
  


  
    “No, just the usual: some members of the Congress of Lords urging a more belligerent posture towards Kesh, and closer ties with Roldem.” He stopped. “Usually, those in favour of adventure turn their eyes to the Eastern Kingdoms, seeking to expand in that direction. War with Kesh is never anyone’s notion of a good idea.” He paused, then added, “But we haven’t received any reports from our temples or shrines in the south of Kesh for over a month now. And Sandreena was investigating some reports of…”
  


  
    “What?” prompted Pug.
  


  
    “Just some things that sounded to her as if the Black Caps might have returned.”
  


  
    The Black Caps were a group of murderers and thugs attached to those who had been in the service of Belasco, the mad magician who had attempted to bring the Demon King Dahun into this realm and had been possessed by him for his trouble. In the end both the magician and the Demon Lord had been destroyed, but many of those serving them had escaped into the wilds of Kesh. Any rumour of their re-emergence would have attracted Sandreena’s attention, as she had more run-ins with them than anyone else.
  


  
    “You didn’t think this worthy of a mention?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “I would have once she returned,” said Creegan. Members of the Conclave were not merely Pug’s agents, but powerful men and women in their own right, and many bristled at the idea they had to defend their choices within their own areas of influence.
  


  
    Pug held up his hand, forestalling any argument. “I trust each of you to let me know what’s critical.”
  


  
    He looked from face to face, almost as if trying to read their thoughts, then seized upon something Creegan had said. “Sandreena ventured to the south of Great Kesh?”
  


  
    “Yes, somewhere below the Girdle,” said the Grand Master.
  


  
    “Have any of you received reports from your agents south of the Girdle recently?”
  


  
    Glances were exchanged, and finally a woman named Veronica said, “No. But then it’s not unusual to not hear from them for months. There is very little that happens in the Confederacy that has any particular bearing on our interests, save the oc casional magician who is found and recruited for the Academy or your island.”
  


  
    Pug nodded. “If our enemies know us as well as I think they do, where better to stage a massive operation against us than somewhere we just choose to ignore?”
  


  
    Daniel, a highly-placed warrior in the martial order known as The Hammer, stood up. The Hammer was a disavowed sect putatively associated with the Temple of Tith-Onanka. In fact they were close to being a mercenary army, tolerated on both sides of the border between Kesh and the Kingdom. They answered only to their leader, the Knight-Marshal of the order, and it had taken years for Pug to place an agent within their ranks: like other martial orders associated with the temples, they were wary of spies and had magical means by which they could ferret them out. “How big was the fleet you saw, Pug?” Daniel asked.
  


  
    “I counted over one hundred ships making for Port Vykor or Krondor.”
  


  
    “If they’re sending that many ships into the Bitter Sea, they have other fleets as well. They’ll not leave their coasts un protected from pirates, raiders, retaliation, or other disasters. Moreover, the combined fleets of Roldem and Isles in the Sea of Kingdoms needs be met with a show of strength.” Daniel paused, thinking. “To muster such a fleet south of the Girdle and then sail up to the Straits of Darkness and into the Bitter Sea within a few weeks to catch the Kingdom unawares…” He stopped. “What I’m trying to say is the execution may have only taken weeks, but the planning… that’s been months, perhaps years. Food, weapons, drinking water: it’s a massive cargo! It all has to be moved somewhere out-of-the-way, somewhere they have a reasonable expectation of privacy.” Daniel looked around the room as if looking for someone to argue against his point. No one did.
  


  
    “South of the Girdle would be an obvious choice,” said Magnus. “We presume, perhaps wrongly, that the Empire is primarily in a position to pacify, not to be used as a staging area.”
  


  
    “Ah, but there’s more than simply hauling a few casks of water, some loaves of bread, hogsheads of hard cheese and dried beef and leaving them on a beach for ships to pick up,” continued Daniel. “Moving goods through the market sets up ripples.” He looked at the tall, white-haired magician. “You’re smarter than most, Magnus, but like all of us you’re ignorant about one thing or another.
  


  
    “I’m in logistics, and that’s how I made my way into The Hammer, feeding the bastards.” He laughed. “The point is, if I wander into a city and buy up enough food for a thousand men, prices go up, others can’t find what they’re seeking, and word goes out to the world that that city needs whatever it is I bought. Shippers then scramble, buying whatever they think they can quickly get to market where I am, and that creates more demand further away.” He wiggled his fingers. “Ripples, you see? Like a rock in a pond. The thing is: with this bastard of a fleet sailing around there are no ripples.”
  


  
    Pug nodded. “Which means goods are being supplied from outside the normal channels of supply. From somewhere we have no informants.” He waved his hand and an image appeared in the air. “This is a likeness of a map I found years ago in Macros’s library, of the southern half of the Empire. From what I’ve learned since I found it, the borders are fluid, the clans and nations variable, and little can be fixed beyond the location of a few big towns on the coast.”
  


  
    “It looks as if it’s mainly desert, swamps, and mountains,” said Daniel. “And I know what little farmland is down there is old, worn out and dry. The Confederates are always looking for an excuse to push north. And any large supply of food there would get be eaten, not warehoused.”
  


  
    Magnus pointed. “What about that large island to the south?”
  


  
    “That’s the Island of Snakes,” said Daniel. “No one lives there. The north side’s a cold, forlorn place, and that’s the good side. The southern half is close enough to the pole you get winter most of the year and summer’s nothing to call warm and inviting.”
  


  
    Pug was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Snakes? Snakes don’t live in cold, barren places. I’ve never seen snakes where there’s snow on the ground for much of the year.”
  


  
    “Who drew the map?” asked Creegan.
  


  
    “Macros himself,” said Pug, making it vanish with a wave of his hand. “He often took old scraps of things he found, pieced them together like puzzles, then annotated them. I’ve taken to annotating his annotations,” he added with a rueful smile, “where I know he made a mistake.”
  


  
    “Maybe ‘snakes’ is a mistranslation,” said Daniel. “Or maybe it referred to snakelike rivers, or some other thing.”
  


  
    “Or maybe it’s a place where cold-weather snakes exist,” countered Pug. “Still, whatever the reason for the odd name, that’s where I’d be warehousing my foodstuffs and weapons.”
  


  
    “I’d have my ships sail out of the Keshian ports,” Daniel continued, “for they’d only need a normal supply of provisions, then run down there to pick up whatever else I needed. Then I could make the long run along the southern coast, up the western coast into the Bitter Sea, then on to Krondor. The currents along the western coast of Kesh are from the south, so it’s a fast run. Keeps the need for provisions for the crews and soldiers to a minimum.
  


  
    “Still,” said Daniel, “you’d think if they were stockpiling goods and food and weapons down there, we’d still have had some sort of hint over the last year or so.”
  


  
    “Those weapons must be coming from somewhere, Father,” agreed Magnus. “One would assume that should Kesh’s armourers and weapon-makers be increasing production lately, some attention might be paid by one of our agents, or one of the Kingdom’s.”
  


  
    Daniel agreed. “There would be a demand for raw materials, Pug. More iron from the mines, more ships carrying it to the foundries, more coal for the forges, more leather, more wood; all that someone, somewhere would surely have noticed.”
  


  
    “Maybe they did,” said Pug absently.
  


  
    Everyone stared at him.
  


  
    At last, he said, “Over the years our enemies may have proved mad by our standards, but they have also proved to be cunning. Leso Varen almost captured and controlled two nations, Olasko and Great Kesh itself, working essentially alone both times. Belasco managed to bring a small demon army into our realm before we were able to close off that gate.
  


  
    “What if it’s just been going on long enough that we never noticed an increase in the demand for weapons and other necessary equipment?” He looked at Daniel. “Where does The Hammer buy its swords?”
  


  
    Daniel shook his head as if caught by surprise. “Ah… places. We have sword-makers in several cities we regularly do business with. Some of the brothers of the order are gifted craftsmen, so we manage most of the repairs ourselves.”
  


  
    “So if one of your sources were suddenly to start making twelve swords instead of ten…?”
  


  
    “I think I understand,” said Daniel with dawning comprehension. “If a sword-maker in Elarial was given an order for fifty new blades by The Hammer but produced fifty-five, and sent the extra five along in a shipment of other goods somewhere else… who would notice?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Pug. “But let us not dwell on how, but rather who and where.”
  


  
    “Well, that damn snake place seems a likely where,” said Daniel.
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed Pug. “And if that is the place, then we’ll soon know who.”
  


  
    “You’re sending someone?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “No,” said Pug. “This time I’m going myself.”
  


  
    “Really?” Magnus sounded shocked.
  


  
    “I’ve been sitting on this island feeling pity for myself far too long, son.” He flashed a smile Magnus hadn’t seen in years. “It’s time for me to get out and do some of the hard work myself. Besides, it’s a part of this world I’ve never visited before. It should be interesting.”
  


  
    Ruefully, Magnus said, “Let’s hope it’s not too interesting.”
  


  



  • Chapter Ten •


  


  Reversal


  


  



  
    Sandreena sprinted.
  


  
    Not for the first time in her life she was thankful for the rigorous training her order had inflicted on her. Her ability to move suddenly and rapidly while wearing heavy mail armour, holding a sword and shield, had saved her life more than once.
  


  
    Her opponent was obviously unprepared for just how fast she closed the distance, and when she drove her shoulder into him, he flew backwards as if struck by a battering ram. The man was wearing a buff-coloured coat over jack armour— a rough suede vest over a thick, quilted singlet— effective for arrows that didn’t strike full on and glancing blows from swords. For a fully armoured Sergeant Knight-Adamant slamming into him, he might as well be naked. He lay sprawled out for a moment, then tried to move, but collapsed backwards with a groan of pain, his eyes going in and out of focus.
  


  
    Sandreena gave him a quick glance and decided she might have broken a few ribs as well as having stunned him. Levelling her sword at his throat, she waited until he either passed out or regained consciousness.
  


  
    He passed out. She sighed as she put up her sword. She looked around to make sure he had been alone, but if he had had confederates, they were making good their escape. She knelt to check that the man wasn’t shamming. A firm poke into ribs that were at the very least bruised if not broken brought no response. She knew he was not engaging in any sort of mummery. It was a lucky thing for her assailant that she had been leading her horse up the trail; had she been on horseback, she’d have ridden him down and he’d be in even worse shape.
  


  
    She took one minute to circle around the ambush spot: it was hard to believe this idiot would have taken on a Knight-Adamant of the Order of the Shield of the Weak alone. She saw he was armed with a short bow that might have caused her injury if he had been a good enough archer to strike at one of the tiny openings in her armour. It was highly unlikely though: the loop chain she wore would keep all but the sharpest broad-head arrows launched by the most powerful longbows from doing anything more than irritate her. He didn’t even have a sword, just a dirk and a buckler, which told her he was first and foremost an archer, since it was the shield of choice among bowmen. Some of the really practised archers could fire their bows while wearing a buckler on their forearms, already in place if the bow needed to be dropped in hand-to-hand combat.
  


  
    Sandreena sat on a rock next to the unconscious attacker and took a long breath. It had been a hard day. In fact, it had been a hard month.
  


  
    The Grand Master of her Order had given her free rein to hunt down any remnants of a group known to her as the Black Caps. Five years earlier they had almost killed her, but that wasn’t her only reason for wanting to ferret out any last enclave of the murdering scum.
  


  
    A mixture of fanatic believers and hired mercenaries who had come under the control of the mad magician, Belasco, they had aided in the summoning of a Demon King, Dahun, into this realm. Only the quick action of Pug and his Conclave along with Sandreena and her former lover, Amirantha the Warlock, had balked their plan.
  


  
    But rather than any sense of triumph, everyone had come away with a sense of foreboding. For every answer they had uncovered, they had been left with more questions.
  


  
    Hours of long discussion had followed the events in the abandoned fortress in that portion of Kesh known as the Valley of Lost Men, between Amirantha and another demon-summoner, an elf named Gulamendis, Pug and Magnus and the other magic-users. They examined all manner of theories as to what was occurring in the demon realm that would cause a Demon King to attempt to possess a human and enter the world of Midkemia undetected. They even consulted a book they had purloined from the archives of the Island Kingdom of Queg, and pored over it endlessly.
  


  
    Sandreena’s experience with demons was far more prosaic. She saw a demon; she killed it. Or, using her clerical magic, banished it back to whence it came. Even so, she recognized there were bigger problems in play now, and she was content to let the Grand Master, the Demon Masters and the magicians worry about that, content for her task to be out in the world seeking information for them.
  


  
    She just wished it didn’t always involve this much tedium.
  


  
    Rumours had surfaced lately that a group of men was gathering near the south-eastern foothills of the Peaks of the Quor. They sounded a great deal like the thugs who had almost killed her in her first encounter with them. Beaten, raped, then thrown off a cliff onto the rocks below, she had survived only by the Goddess’s mercy. In her final battle at the Demon Gate, she had taken an additional measure of revenge against those murderous dogs.
  


  
    She regarded her unconscious companion and vowed that if he was another of those bastards he’d soon be joining them, even though her Order had strictures on what was and was not acceptable behaviour in a Knight-Adamant, and murder out of hand, even if it was labelled “execution,” was not permitted. She knew she’d dispatch any member of that gang without hesitation then petition the Goddess for forgiveness later.
  


  
    She had been frustrated to find the rumours unfounded; but one small item of information had caught her attention: a demand for more fish than usual from traders heading south. The local fishing villages along that rocky stretch of coast had sold off their excess catch for years to passing traders. Salted properly, the fish was standard fare on long-haul shipping out of the deepwater ports heading across the sea to Novindus, or south around the landmass, to the western coast of the Empire or even up to the Bitter Sea.
  


  
    But a chance remark in a tavern from a fisherman about how his newfound wealth would allow him to buy a second boat so his sons could expand the family trade got her to wondering, and after some investigation, she’d uncovered a pattern: everyone along the long, usually impoverished, coast of the peninsula below the Peaks of the Quor was enjoying unprecedented prosperity. Her interest was doubly piqued when she found a village making weapons. The local smith had been an armourer for the Empire until his army service of twenty years was over, and he had retired to this forlorn coast in the hope of some quiet. He had made his living fashioning iron fittings for wagons, making and repairing farm tools, and hardware for fishing boats. Then had come an order for a dozen short swords, of the fashion employed by Kesh’s army of Dog Soldiers.
  


  
    She had tracked that shipment down to Hansulé where she found an incredible number of ships coming and going. She continued to pick up rumours and by the time she’d been in that city for a week, she was certain something important was coming together. She had reported to the local shrine of Dala in the city asking for word to be passed back to her Order in Rillanon, then continued nosing around.
  


  
    Another shipment heading south caught her notice. It was a very odd mix of farm equipment and livestock gear, traces, halters, wagon reins, and other leather goods. It was heading south. Kesh did little trading with the people in the subject regions of the Keshian Confederacy and the annual tribute from the South barely covered the expense of collecting it. Only enough trade goods headed south to keep the region pacified, but it was a trickle.
  


  
    Until recently. Now it was a flood.
  


  
    After a week of watching, listening, and occasionally taking off her armour and arms, donning the trappings of her earlier trade as a brothel denizen, she had amassed enough information from enough different sources to come to the conclusion that her first instincts were correct, and something big was underway.
  


  
    Ships were now coming in to Hansulé, and not just coasters. Deep-water vessels were anchored off the coast, and warships of all sorts were coming by in squadrons. And those that departed, all went south.
  


  
    So she did, too.
  


  
    Now she found herself in very cold hill country just a few miles from the southern coast of Triagia. The Confederacy was unlike anywhere she had visited before. South of the Girdle of Kesh she had been viewed with suspicion, even hostility, in the villages and towns where she had stopped. Only her heavy arms and obvious ability to use them, as well as her clear identifi cation with a temple Order kept the harassment to a minimum.
  


  
    There was only one minor temple of Dala in this region, where even those monks and priests viewed her arrival with some concern. No Knight-Adamant of the Order of the Shield of the Weak had visited that temple within the memory of the oldest member of the Order.
  


  
    She asked that messages be sent back to the mother temple in Rillanon. The head priest was polite but vague. She had a suspicion that Grand Master Creegan would be reading her report a few years after whatever mystery she was chasing was found, identified, and resolved.
  


  
    She was thankful the Conclave had other agents throughout Kesh, for she was sure something this big would attract notice. It would be a tragedy if Pug and the others were solely dependent on her for intelligence.
  


  
    She kept an eye on the unconscious man before her as she recounted her travels. First to one town, then another, as a pattern began to emerge. Empty hovels on farmsteads, towns with half the buildings abandoned, tiny villages deserted. There had been no signs of sickness, no plague, no famine, though food was always scarce in this region. Sandreena had seen such places after war, but there was no sign of any destruction. It was as if people had just picked up their belongings and left. It was early autumn south of the equator, and rain was falling frequently. The trails were muddy and washed out, but she could see signs of movement, many people on foot, wagons, and livestock, all moving south.
  


  
    Where were they going?
  


  
    She had been following such a trail when she had reached a village an hour’s ride to the north of where she sat now. As she had cared for her horse, she had seen half a dozen heavily-laden wagons followed by one obviously occupied by a family: father and mother, three children and a dog that happily ran after the wagon but didn’t trouble the horses. The children were fractious, the women looked haggard, and the men suspicious.
  


  
    Sandreena had fed and watered her mount, had a quick bite and a mug of bitter ale at what passed for a tavern in this area, then set off after them.
  


  
    She had been keeping her distance, falling back out of sight, then trotting forward to the top of a rise or turn in the road to ensure she didn’t lose them.
  


  
    Then came that irritating itch which meant she was being summoned to a meeting of the Conclave. She weighed her choice of actions and decided that her duty lay first in finding the reason for all the troublesome things she had witnessed. She was loath to quit when she was so close to uncovering the truth. So she had turned off the little orb, placed it in her boot and returned her attention to the wagons ahead. She was catching up with them when her ambusher had surprised her with an arrow that had sped past her head, missing her face by less than an inch.
  


  
    The man on the ground began to stir. Sandreena got up from the rock. When the man’s eyes opened, he found Sandreena’s sword point at his throat.
  


  
    “Oi,” he said as his eyes focused on the lethal blade. “Let’s have none of that now, sister.” He was speaking the local Keshian dialect, Lower Delkian.
  


  
    She tilted her head slightly as she stepped back and said, “Slowly.”
  


  
    He got gingerly to his feet, obviously still dazed. “Can’t say as I expected you to charge,” he said. He grinned and said, “Right near did me in.”
  


  
    “Bodie,” she said.
  


  
    His eyebrows rose and he switched to the King’s Tongue. “Good ear.” To her it sounded like “Gud ar.” “Not too many in these parts would catch the accent.”
  


  
    “Hard not to miss that mangling of the King’s Tongue, or any other language apparently.”
  


  
    He leaned forward, hands on his knees. “Bit wobbly, still,” he said. “You clopped me a good one to the side of me head.”
  


  
    “You’re fortunate that’s all you got. I’m usually less forgiving with people trying to kill me.”
  


  
    “Kill you?” he said and laughed, then winced at the pain that brought him “Sister, if I’d wanted to kill you, you’d have not seen the arrow in your throat. I’m hardly modest when it comes to my bow skills. I’ve not met my better with one.”
  


  
    “Hardly modest, indeed.” She looked at him. Slender, about her age, perhaps, dark hair that was little more than a shaggy thatch, a few days’ growth of beard and clothes that were not quite filthy. Glancing at the bow on the ground, she saw that it was perfectly maintained. “If you weren’t trying to kill me, what were you doing?”
  


  
    “Trying to slow you down a bit, that’s all. Man up in Darmin,” which was the town where she had begun following the wagons, “paid me some coin to follow some wagons for an hour, then slow down anyone who might be following. Didn’t say a thing about killing, else I’d have asked for a lot more.” He glanced at the angle of the sun and said, “Looks like I was gone an hour or so.”
  


  
    “About that.”
  


  
    “Well,” he said with a broad smile, “seems like I’ve stalled you long enough, sister, so I’ll be on my way now.”
  


  
    “Wait a minute,” said Sandreena. To emphasize the point, she extended her sword blade, making a barrier between them.
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “You expect me to let you walk away?”
  


  
    “Can’t see why not, sister. Spent an arrow to get your attention, and took a fair beating in exchange; seems a fair bargain, all things considered.”
  


  
    “I’ll be the judge of that.”
  


  
    The man lost his smile. “Look, you’ve had your bit of fun. Unless you’re breaking vows, I know you Dala lot don’t shed blood at whim. So, unless you see me beating up some little boys and take their side, I think we’re done here.”
  


  
    He took a step forward and found the flat of Sandreena’s blade hard against his chest.
  


  
    His smile returned. “Then again, maybe we’re not. What can I do for you?”
  


  
    “Start with a name.”
  


  
    “Ned. From Bodie, as you sussed.”
  


  
    “You’re a very long way from home.”
  


  
    “It’s a fact,” he admitted, glancing around. He moved towards the rock where Sandreena had waited for him to regain consciousness and sat down. “Travel a bit here and there. I’m a hired bow, as you can tell, and I heard there was a fair bit of work down here, so I came.”
  


  
    “What did you hear?”
  


  
    “Stuff and nonsense from what I can tell,” said the mercenary. “I did some work up in the Vale of Dreams, but that’s too much like bloody warfare, if you get my meaning. I’d rather take on less frantic work: caravan guard, watchman at a tavern, something where mostly I just need to be a bigger bully than the bully I’m tossing out, don’t you see?”
  


  
    “Thug for hire.”
  


  
    “Something like that.” He gave a noncommittal shrug. “So, what’s it going to be?”
  


  
    “Who hired you to slow me down? And were they clear no killing was involved?”
  


  
    “Well, truth to tell,” began Ned and then Sandreena pressed her sword hard against his chest. “Well, I took it to mean it was up to me as to what I was doing, don’t you see? I mean, a bag of coppers is fair enough wages for a little show-and-tell on the highway—” She smacked him with the blade.
  


  
    “Ow!” he said a little too theatrically. She knew he might have a little bruise but his buff coat and gambeson quilt blunted the impact. “Well, he may have thought he was entitled to a bit more than he got.” He shrugged. “Can’t see if it matters, one way or the other. I mean, he said ‘slow her down’ so that’s what I did. You’ve wasted a good hour or more here, right?”
  


  
    “Right,” she agreed. She stepped forward and with her left foot struck him hard enough in his bruised ribs to send him backwards off the rock. A loud grunt of pain and a choked-off sob, then a long, ragged intake of breath told her she had caused him some serious pain. “Now, again, who paid you?”
  


  
    On hands and knees, head down, he looked as if he might pass out. Quietly he croaked out, “Honestly, sister, I don’t know. A bloke. Just a bloke. He bought me a drink, chatted me up, asked my trade, then offered me a job. That’s all. Look,” he added, pulling a small purse from under his belt, “count it. It’s fifty coppers. A miserable half silver, and for what? Getting my ribs stave in?”
  


  
    She kicked him again and he collapsed with a groan and curled his knees to his chest.
  


  
    “Who hired you?”
  


  
    “I swear by any god you wish to name,” he almost whispered through the pain, “I don’t know. He never said his name and I didn’t ask.”
  


  
    Sandreena had an instinct about these things. Kneeling, she grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head up. Putting her sword against his throat, she said, “One last time. His name?” She pushed a little and the edge of the blade dug into Ned’s throat, painfully she was certain.
  


  
    “Nazir,” Ned whispered. “He never told me his name, that’s the gods’ truth, but I overheard one of his men call him Nazir.”
  


  
    “Men? How many?”
  


  
    “Three. There were others,” he said as she released his hair and stood up. “Maybe another two or three outside the inn. When they left it sounded like a large band of men. I didn’t follow because I was to wait for you. He gave me a good enough description; not that I needed it. No one ever sees a Knight-Adamant of any Order down here.” He tried to smile but it was obvious his face hurt where she had struck him. “Certainly not a beauty like you, sister.”
  


  
    “Horse?”
  


  
    He hiked his thumb over his shoulder.
  


  
    “Good. Get it and don’t make me chase you.”
  


  
    “Wouldn’t think of it.” He got to his feet slowly, wincing as he walked. It was clear the beating she had just administered had taken its toll.
  


  
    As Sandreena turned to get her own horse, Ned stooped to pick up his bow. Suddenly in a fluid move he had an arrow out of his hip quiver and nocked on the string. “Sister!” he shouted.
  


  
    She turned to see him draw and quickly crouched and raised her shield.
  


  
    “Little knot in that tree behind your horse!” He let fly the arrow. The shaft whizzed past Sandreena’s ear: then she heard the thunk as it hit wood. Turning, she saw there were two knots in the bole of an old oak about a dozen yards behind her, and in the smaller of the two the arrow had struck dead centre.
  


  
    “Wasn’t joking, sister. If I had wanted you dead, you’d be dead. Even beaten, I’m the best archer I know. Now, I’ll get me horse.”
  


  
    She watched his retreating back, unsure of what to make of him. Bodie was a long way from here, up on the southern coast of the Sea of Kingdoms, near Timmons. It was frontier country, with a rough and ready population of fishermen, miners, workers of all stripes, and had a fair reputation for fighting men.
  


  
    Ned appeared typical of the brawlers she knew from the docks of that town; it was impossible to mimic how those men mangled the King’s Tongue, with their contractions and missing h’s at the start of words and missing r’s at the end. But there was something about his manner that was different. He was smarter than he let on, she thought. It was not a foolish man who allowed a potential adversary to underestimate him. And with the speed and accuracy with which he had put that arrow into the place on the tree he had called, she knew he could just as easily have put one in her throat, as he had boasted. Now she wondered how much damage she had really inflicted on him and how much of his current condition was feigned.
  


  
    So, what to do? she wondered silently as he returned leading a nicely-cared-for bay gelding. She mounted her grey mare and the two horses made greeting noises. She gestured down the road. “Let’s go see why that man wanted me slowed down, and you can tell me all you know about him as we ride.”
  


  
    “Not much to say, sister. He was a dark-haired fellow, medium build, wore a heavy cloak. Spoke the local tongue with an accent; northern Keshian I’d say. Seemed to know who you were, though.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “Well, he asked if I’d seen a Knight-Adamant of the Order of Dala and I said I’d seen you take your grey into the stable. But later he mentioned you by name, if that’s Sandreena.”
  


  
    “It is,” she confirmed. “Anyway, sister, I take this Nazir bloke for a smuggler, except he wasn’t trying to slow down Imperial Customs, but a Knight-Adamant, and at last I paid attention; you lot don’t care who’s not paying the Emperor’s customs fees, so I figure it’s got to be something else. He don’t look like no slaver, but you never can tell, and freeing poor villagers is something more to your calling, I’m thinking.
  


  
    “But in the end it’s all guesswork, isn’t it?”
  


  
    Sandreena said nothing. He could be leading her into a trap, but why all the theatre if that was so? He could have taken her out of her saddle with a fowling blunt arrow, of that she was certain, or at least distracted her long enough for others to have dragged her from the saddle. She knew she would have inflicted a fair degree of damage on anyone doing so, but three or four men could have swarmed her down.
  


  
    So maybe Ned was telling the truth and the only thing his employer, this Nazir, wished was for her not to overtake them before they concluded whatever business brought them to this distant, forlorn shore.
  


  
    The grey of the overcast clouds matched her mood.
  


  
    They rode along quietly for half an hour, until Sandreena could smell the sea air and hear the distant pounding surf. The rolling woodlands had started to thin and as they came out from between two stands of trees, Sandreena could see sails on the horizon. A pair of longboats in the distance was rowing towards one remaining ship, while half a dozen wagons stood empty on the beach. They were on a rocky bluff a mere dozen feet above the sand, in the middle of a notch cut into its face by weather and obvious traffic. It was clearly the way down to the beach.
  


  
    “Where are they going?” she asked Ned, not taking her eyes off the ship. If their sudden arrival had disturbed anyone still on the beach, there was no sign of it.
  


  
    “Don’t have a notion.” He turned his horse in a lazy circle away from hers. “You’ll have to ask him.”
  


  
    “Who?” she said, then her head whipped around as men came out of the trees behind them, a pair on each side with bows trained on her, while two others hurried forward with their weapons at the ready. For a brief instant she contemplated fighting, then she saw four horsemen coming up the road. More than a dozen men quickly surrounded her.
  


  
    The man Ned had described as Nazir approached with the men on horseback. “Good. She’s unharmed.”
  


  
    “As you requested,” said Ned. He grinned at Sandreena. “Sorry, sister, but I told you the truth. He paid me to slow you down, not kill you. I didn’t mention the part where he paid me to bring you here, though.” He rubbed his bruised cheek and winced. “You made me earn my pay, that’s a fact.” Turning to the robed man, he said, “Now, my gold.”
  


  
    The man reached into his robe and nodded once. Suddenly an arrow shot from behind them took Ned through the neck, the head protruding from his throat. His eyes widened briefly and his fingers touched the arrow as if he could scarcely believe what was happening to him. Then his eyes lost focus and he tumbled out of his saddle.
  


  
    The robed man rode up next to Sandreena. “He was not one of us. Co-operate and you will live. If you don’t, you will end up in the dust like him.” His men quickly rid Sandreena of her weapons and shield, but allowed her to remain on her horse.
  


  
    “Come,” said the leader of the band. “We have a fair distance to ride yet and much to do.”
  


  
    Without another word, Sandreena was led away. Remembering the summons that morning, she hoped that her lack of reply would mean that Pug was sending someone to find her, for she had no doubt into whose hands she had fallen.
  


  
    These murderers were Black Caps.
  


  



  • Chapter Eleven •


  


  Siege


  


  



  
    The lookout shouted.
  


  
    “Ships off the headlands!”
  


  
    A village boy named Jerrod turned and knelt before a small brazier, blowing furiously on the coals for a second, before plunging an oil-soaked straw torch into the hot coals, whereupon the flames almost exploded in his face. He rushed to a giant wicker construction, a bundle of reeds, grasses, and wood, on top of which a pile of inflammable tinder was piled, and tossed the torch in as he had been shown. As he had been warned, the volatile bundle roared into flames within seconds. The mix was designed to burn bright and produce voluminous black smoke so that it could be seen by day or night. The heat it gave off was enormous and the boy backed away. “It’s done!” Jerrod shouted.
  


  
    The lookout, named Percy, came scampering down from his rocky perch shouting, “Come on! Our job is done!”
  


  
    It was late afternoon and a fresh breeze was blowing. The smoke rose and scattered, yet the two boys knew another lookout up the coast would see it and another lad would start his fire and that one in turn would be seen at the castle above Crydee. It would take the two boys the better part of a day to reach the closest outpost, a garrison camp ten miles up the King’s Highway, for neither could ride, and even if they could, horses could not be spared for them.
  


  
    A series of signal fires had been erected along the coast by order of the Duke of Crydee. Earlier fires had told the garrison that ships had been sighted along the coast, heading north from first Tulan, then Carse. Only one report from Carse had got through to the castle from Earl Robert, reporting that he and his men were attempting to repulse an onslaught of Keshian soldiers.
  


  
    The report had arrived with Lord Robert’s wife, Marriann, and his daughter Bethany, who was not happy to have been sent away from Carse.
  


  
    Now Bethany stood on the tower at Castle Crydee and asked Martin, “What will you do?”
  


  
    “It’s already done,” said the Duke’s middle son. “Fast riders were dispatched to overtake Father. He’s half-way to Yabon by now, but if we can hold out for a week or so, he should arrive in time to relieve us.”
  


  
    Without a thought, she slipped her arm through his as if in need of reassurance. “How many men do you have?”
  


  
    “Father left me a hundred.”
  


  
    She shivered and leaned into him, as if seeking warmth, even though it was a balmy night. “Is that enough?”
  


  
    “Should be.” He patted her hand where it rested on his arm. “If my studies are any guide, they’ll need to bring more than a thousand men to storm the castle and even then it’ll be touch-and-go. We’ve tested the defences.”
  


  
    “The Tsurani siege?”
  


  
    “Yes. When Father left I made a point of studying the writings about that siege.” He looked at her calmly. “Did you know Prince Arutha was a year younger than I am now when he took command, after Swordmaster Fannon was wounded?”
  


  
    She didn’t recognize the names, but she did recognize Martin’s determination to take charge of the situation and protect the town.
  


  
    As if reading her mind, he said, “It’s time to bring in the town.” Turning to a point overlooking the inner courtyard, Martin saw the man he sought. “Sergeant Ruther!”
  


  
    Looking up, the sergeant saw the Duke’s son atop the tower and shouted back, “Sir?”
  


  
    “Sound the alarm, and get the townspeople up here. Have them bring all the food they can carry.”
  


  
    Sergeant Ruther snapped off a salute and turned to two soldiers by the gate. “You heard the young lord! Get going!” The sergeant was a short man with a protruding lower jaw and a mean squint, which made him the object of fear among the garrison. He also had a deep abiding affection for his men that he kept well hidden. He was near retirement age, portly with a belly hanging over his belt, but no one in the garrison doubted he was still a hard man to kill.
  


  
    The soldiers exchanged glances. “Yes, Sergeant!” they cried in unison, then trotted out of the gate toward the town.
  


  
    The townspeople had already been alerted that there might be a call to the castle, so Martin hoped they’d have prepared in some fashion for this. But he knew there would surely be some panic and that many would not have understood it was not only necessary to bring foodstuffs and clothing for their time inside the city’s walls, but also to deny the invaders as much comfort as possible. Orders had gone out that any food left behind should be fouled, but he suspected people would have spent too much time trying to hide valuables the invaders would likely find anyway. Martin knew that the farmers would scatter their herds and flocks rather than put them down in the hope that after the siege some could be reclaimed. At least if the Keshians had to forage to find them, that would be a distraction, Martin thought. He felt Bethany pressing closely to him and turned.
  


  
    “You should go to your mother,” he said softly. “She’s with your mother.”
  


  
    “I know, but the family quarters are the safest part of the castle.”
  


  
    “There’s no hurry,” Bethany said softly, drawing still closer. “How long?”
  


  
    “From the headlands, they’ll be at the mouth of the harbour in three or four hours. Then it depends on how prepared they are to come ashore and if they expect much resistance.” He was silent for a moment and she studied his face.
  


  
    Of the three brothers Martin had always been the most diffi-cult to read, which was why she had always found him the most interesting. He was not the hail-fellow-well-met that his brother Hal was, nor was he like Brendan, an impish prankster. Martin was the thoughtful brother. He was often cross with her, which she found amusing, as she knew it hid his true feelings. She had decided more than a year ago how she felt about him, but decided he would get no help from her in untangling his own feelings towards her.
  


  
    He sensed her studying him and turned. “What?”
  


  
    “I find it fascinating how much alike you and Brendan appear, yet in reality you are hardly alike at all.”
  


  
    He gave her one of his rare half-smiles. “Beth, you’ve known us all your life, and you’re only now noticing I’m not like that little menace?”
  


  
    “I just find it a bit odd, really,” she said, turning her eyes back on the town below. Already the sound of alarm was being raised and shouts and cries echoed up to where they stood.
  


  
    Martin gently disengaged her arm from his, his mood turning serious. “You found an odd time to think about this. Come on, I have much to do and I would feel a great deal better if I knew you were safe.”
  


  
    As he started to turn away, she moved forward and kissed him impulsively, long and deep. He tensed for a moment, then returned the embrace. When she pulled back she could see a glistening in his eyes.
  


  
    “We’ve let too many things go unsaid for too long,” she whispered. “When your father returns I want you to speak to him.”
  


  
    “About what?” Martin said, speaking softly as if he feared being overheard.
  


  
    Her face clouded over and her eyes narrowed. “About us, you fool!”
  


  
    His lips quirked. “What about us?”
  


  
    Her eyes widened: and then she saw the smile. “You right bastard!” she said, then she kissed him again.
  


  
    “I know. It’s just that—”
  


  
    “Everyone expects me to marry Hal,” she interrupted. “I know. But no one’s asked me, and no one’s asked Hal. He’s always treated me like a little sister. But you…” She kissed him a third time. “You’ve always been able to… somehow get under my skin, to make me think when I didn’t want to and to endure my… bad behaviour, with good grace.”
  


  
    Letting out a long sigh, Martin said, “As much as I adore you, and obviously I have done a poor job of hiding that, may I say…” His voice rose to a near shout, “…you’ve picked an impossible moment to profess your love!” He laughed. “But you never were one for choosing the proper moment, were you?” He kissed her before she could answer and then added, “Very well, I’ll speak to Father when this is over.”
  


  
    He glanced down at the town as the clamour of voices and the sounds of fear and panic rose. “But now I have to go calm the people whose care has been given over to me. We both have rank and privilege, so it is time we both showed we deserve them.”
  


  
    Gently he turned her around, and with a slight pressure on her arm indicated it was time to go down the stairs into a much darker and grimmer time than either had ever experienced.
  


  
    The ships hove to at the mouth of the harbour at sundown. Martin watched as the last of the townspeople crowded into the yard below. When the last was through, he signalled for the gates to be closed. Sergeant Ruther, standing beside him with his arms crossed, said, “Now we dig in.” Martin glanced at him and the sergeant added, “Sir.”
  


  
    Martin shook his head. “It’s all right, Sergeant. I’m new to this.”
  


  
    “We’re all new at this, sir. My father was a baby the last time this castle was attacked.”
  


  
    “Still, we’ve had our fair share of tussles.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir, but meaning no disrespect, a bunch of bandits or a raiding party of trolls is one thing. We’re about to make the acquaintance of some Keshian Dog Soldiers. Not the same thing.”
  


  
    “Dog Soldiers? What should we expect?”
  


  
    “Can’t rightly say. Not one man in Crydee has faced them and all I know is what I was told when I was a young soldier.”
  


  
    “Which was?” asked Martin, genuinely curious.
  


  
    “Old Sergeant Mason, who was here when I was a recruit, he told me he spent time down in Landreth serving with a company of Borderers, under Lord Sutherland’s command. It was a quick rise to glory, he said, else he’d never have earned promotion. Anyway, he said that most of the time they crossed swords with rogue mercenary companies or outlaws, but there was this one time they ran afoul of a company of Keshians.
  


  
    “The way he told it made me think it was the toughest fight of his life, and he’d seen a few. What he said was ‘they just keep coming.’ They have no respect for life, not yours, not their own.
  


  
    “Kesh is a funny place, from what I’ve been told. Trueblood women running around nearly naked and no one minds, the rest being not much better than cattle to them Truebloods. But they’re hunters, you see, and don’t think much of warriors.”
  


  
    “I don’t follow,” admitted Martin. “See, the thing is, you can only rise so high not being a Trueblood, and as they don’t give much glory to fighting men anyway, it makes for a vicious army. They don’t do it for glory, you see. They’re called Dog Soldiers for two reasons, according to Sergeant Mason: first is they’re kept penned up like mad dogs and only unleashed on Kesh’s enemies. Otherwise they don’t mix with other people: they’ve got their own fortresses, their own families, grow their own crops and make their own weapons. They’re loyal to their masters, like dogs. The other is that they bring dogs along on long marches so they can eat them. Though I have my doubts about that bit.”
  


  
    Martin said nothing, then repeated, “They just keep coming.”
  


  
    “That’s what Mason said. They won’t give quarter and they don’t ask for any. They just keep coming until you kill enough of them they get tired and run off. Or die to the last, I guess.” He paused. “It’s about honour, not glory. They’re a brotherhood, a clan, something like that, and they die for one another.”
  


  
    Martin felt the pit of his stomach grow cold and found his knuckles turning white as he heard the gates to the castle slam shut. He willed himself to relax, then saw something that made him smile.
  


  
    Despite promising to stay with their mothers, Lady Bethany was down in the courtyard, organizing the townspeople and assigning areas of the large bailey to families, sending all livestock around to the rear of the castle.
  


  
    “She’s something, that one,” Ruther said with a smile.
  


  
    Martin returned the smile. “That she is.”
  


  
    “Well, sir, if you’re not needing me there are things to do.”
  


  
    “You are dismissed, Sergeant,” said Martin.
  


  
    Alone on the top of the castle’s outer gatehouse, looking down at organization slowly emerging from chaos, Martin took a deep breath. He reminded himself that he was a year older than Prince Arutha had been at the start of his legendary career. Then he muttered, “Of course he had Swordmaster Fannon and great-grandfather with him, and my Swordmaster is in Rillanon with my brother, and my younger brother is riding with Father.”
  


  
    He felt terribly alone, yet despite wishing Bethany away and safe, he was thankful to his bones that she was here.
  


  
    And he would do whatever was needed to keep her safe.
  


  
    The night dragged on. By midnight those remaining outside the central keep huddled under makeshift shelters of wood and blankets, gathered around campfires, or under the few military tents Sergeant Ruther found abandoned in one corner of the castle’s armoury.
  


  
    Many of the townspeople had been crowded into the keep itself: storage had been shifted around and the extra space thus made was filled to overflowing. Families with small children had been given priority and had the safest rooms deep within the keep; women with older daughters had been packed into the outer rooms and towers.
  


  
    Every man capable of bearing arms between the age of fourteen and seventy, was issued a weapon. Sergeant Ruther took it upon himself, in the Swordmaster’s absence, to determine which detail each man was given, which was fine with Martin.
  


  
    The young commander of the garrison had spent most of the night watching for signs of the Keshians coming ashore. It was now clear that they were not attempting a night landing, and would wait for dawn.
  


  
    “You should get some sleep.” The voice was his mother’s.
  


  
    Martin turned and said, “What about you, Mother?”
  


  
    She smiled. “There’s still much to do. Usually we prepare food for the town only twice a year, at Banapis and Midwinter. Now we must cook what we can every day.”
  


  
    “We’ll manage. Father will return soon.”
  


  
    “Not soon enough.” She sighed. “What are your plans?”
  


  
    “Simple enough. We see what they bring in the morning and then we determine the best way to hold them until Father returns with the garrison.”
  


  
    “What about…?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I… I’ve never been through a war.”
  


  
    “None of us have,” said Martin, patting her hand. “It’s going to be fine, Mother. We have provisions, and enough trained soldiers alongside the townsmen that we can repulse up to ten times the number of defenders. If they have less than two thousand soldiers and heavy siege machines, we will hold.”
  


  
    “I just…” she sighed again. “I just wish your Father was here, and your brothers.”
  


  
    “As do I,” said Martin, feeling the burden settle fully on his shoulders. “Now, why don’t you get some sleep and I’ll try to do the same.”
  


  
    She smiled at her son, turned and started down the stairs with him behind.
  


  
    If the Keshians came before dawn, someone would rouse him. He felt out on his feet and that was before even one arrow had been unleashed, or one sword drawn in anger.
  


  
    Martin was awakened by a loud knock on the door. He had fallen asleep in his clothing, only removing his boots. He got up fast. “What?”
  


  
    “Sergeant Ruther said to wake you, sir,” came the answer from the other side of the door.
  


  
    “On my way!” shouted Martin, slipping into his boots.
  


  
    The morning was foggy, as was typical for this time of the year. The sun hadn’t yet risen from behind the distant Grey Tower Mountains to burn off the marine moisture in the air. An hour after the sun cleared the peaks behind, the town below would be in bright sunlight, but for now it was shrouded in dense mist.
  


  
    Martin was no longer content to watch from his high perch over the castle’s main entrance, above the keep’s portcullis which marked the last defence, but was now on the wall above the main gate, as close to the town as he could get.
  


  
    The original keep built by the first Duke of Crydee had been a stand-alone building, without an outer wall. It had been surrounded by a moat, which was long since filled in, and the barbican with its double iron portcullis and killing ground between them had been attached to the main entrance to the keep. The out-buildings and outer wall had been added years later, the latter having no barbican, just a simple wooden gate. As stout as it was, and for all the punishment the defenders might inflict on those below, Martin knew that eventually it would fall and everyone within the bailey between the wall and keep would be in peril.
  


  
    Sergeant Ruther said without preamble, “They’re down there in the town; moving cautiously from the sound of things, perhaps expecting traps.”
  


  
    “Pity we didn’t have time to leave some,” said Martin.
  


  
    “There’s only so much you can do on short notice, sir. If we’d had some means of knowing they were coming before they hit Carse, we might have convinced some of that lot—” he used his chin to indicate the hundreds now camped in the bailey below, “to come in a few days early and let us rig a welcome for the Keshians. But you do what you can, as they say.”
  


  
    Martin could only nod.
  


  
    Slowly the sounds of men, wagons and horses moving through the town grew louder. “Siege engines?” asked Martin, feeling a sudden tightness in his chest and stomach.
  


  
    “Take a lot to knock these walls down, sir.” Ruther pointed down to the main gate which had been reinforced during the night with a brace-work of heavy timbers.
  


  
    “Well, let’s see what they’re bringing in.”
  


  
    Slowly the haze lifted, then suddenly a gust of wind cleared away the morning fog and presented Martin and the other onlookers atop the walls with a clear view of what they faced.
  


  
    “Damn me!” the sergeant swore.
  


  
    “Indeed,” said Martin softly, not sure he was making sense of what he saw.
  


  
    A company of soldiers stood arrayed across the entire approach to the town from the castle, just out of arrow flight from any but the stoutest longbow. Martin took in their garb: a traditional Keshian metal helm with a chain metal neck piece hanging behind, a sharply pointed spear tip at the crown (effective at discouraging an enemy from dropping on them from above, he thought); a chain coat and heavy woollen trousers tucked into calf-high boots so that the fabric belled out. A leather vest was drawn over that, cinched at the waist by a heavy leather belt with an iron buckle. The combination of leather over mail would be very effective against arrows, slowing down a broad-head enough that the chain would catch it, earning the target no more than a nasty cut rather than certain death.
  


  
    Each man carried a scimitar— the traditional curved sword— and a round buckler. Every fourth man also carried a short bow slung over his shoulder.
  


  
    “I see no siege engines,” Martin said.
  


  
    “But look what else they brought.”
  


  
    Behind the line of soldiers a flood of people could be seen coming up from the docks and going into the buildings. Men, women and children, several who seemed to be scuffling over some scavenged item or another, and among them moved what could only be wardens or marshals, breaking up fights and commanding them to go here or there.
  


  
    A runner came up the steps from below, out of breath. “Word from the tower, sir.”
  


  
    “What?” said Martin, not taking his eyes off the scene below.
  


  
    “A large company has broken off and is taking the north road, but…”
  


  
    “But what?”
  


  
    “They don’t look like infantry or cavalry, sir.”
  


  
    Martin’s curiosity was piqued. “What do they look like?”
  


  
    “Well, sir, like farmers coming to market, or rather it would if they were going the other way. I mean, it looks like they’re herding cattle and sheep up the road.”
  


  
    “Heading to the farms, crofts, and pastures,” said the Sergeant. “Well, now, isn’t that a kiss from granny?”
  


  
    Martin frowned. “I don’t understand.”
  


  
    “Look what they’re bringing up.”
  


  
    What appeared to be a company of engineers was hurrying up the road, while horsemen drove the milling men, women, and children out of the street, making way. They were carrying building materials unlike anything Martin had seen before.
  


  
    The line of infantry parted, letting the engineers through, and then Martin saw what they were putting together. “It’s a barricade.”
  


  
    “The bastards just walked in and took the town, sir. Now they’re telling us to sit here and rot, or sally forth and drive them to the harbour.”
  


  
    “They’re not going to attack?” asked Martin, now completely confused.
  


  
    “Why should they? They’ll just sit and let us starve.”
  


  
    In the distance a great rumbling could be heard. The sergeant turned to the young runner. “Joey, back up you go and find out what that is, then come back, straight away, there’s a good lad.”
  


  
    The boy ran off and Ruther said, “Well, it’s clear whatever else they have in mind, they mean to stay. They brought a whole damn town with them.”
  


  
    After a few minutes Joey returned. “They’re unloading some big machines by the docks. Kelton says they look like trebuchets.”
  


  
    Kelton was the soldier Ruther had put up in the tower because he had the sharpest eyes in the garrison.
  


  
    “Well, if that’s what he says they are, then that’s what they are. Maybe they’re not going to try to starve us out after all. But at least they’re in no hurry to attack.”
  


  
    That worried Martin more than anything else. They would have to assume that the moment they were spotted, the call for reinforcements would go out and reinforcements would be on their way. Why weren’t they in a hurry?
  


  
    The day wore on and those in the castle watched in fascination. The fortification on the eastern edge of the town was quickly made secure, and at sunset a daunting wall rose up that had been bolstered with sandbags brought up from the shore. Now there was a six-foot breastwork with a firing platform behind, where archers could fire upon anyone venturing from the castle.
  


  
    “If we had sortied this morning…” Martin clenched his fists, the frustration of not knowing what the enemy’s next move would be taking its toll.
  


  
    “We would have run into who knows what, sir,” finished the sergeant. “We can only see that lot. Who knows how many more soldiers they have unloaded down by the docks, or still waiting aboard ship? They don’t seem worried about us.”
  


  
    “Which is why I am concerned,” countered Martin. “It’s as if—”
  


  
    “Sir!” came the shout. “A white flag!”
  


  
    Martin looked in the indicated direction and saw what must be a Keshian officer approaching under a flag of truce. He came up to the gate and looked up at the faces there. “I seek parley!” he shouted. “Who is in charge here?”
  


  
    “I am!” Martin shouted back. “I am Martin conDoin…” He hesitated, then added, “Prince Martin of Crydee.” He was entitled to the honorific, though no one in his family had used it since Prince Arutha had left Crydee to take up the office of Prince of Krondor. His brother, Martin’s namesake, had insisted only the title of duke be conferred upon him, a tradition followed for three generations after.
  


  
    “Greetings, Highness,” replied the officer. “I am Hartun Gorves, Captain of the Fourth Legion, Third Regiment, servant of His Most Honoured Majesty, the Emperor of Great Kesh, blessings be upon him. My lord and master bids you depart this land, peacefully, and safe conduct to the East will be guaranteed. He reminds you these lands are Keshian, ancient Bosania, taken from the Empire most violently and without cause by your ancestor.
  


  
    “He bids you depart and swears that he will treat harshly any of his servants who would trouble you. Take with you your possessions and goods, livestock and chattels, but begone at once, otherwise I am instructed to deal with you in the most severe manner.”
  


  
    Martin stood uncertain for a long moment. Of all the things he had expected to hear, the simple demand that he and everyone in the duchy pick up and move wasn’t one of them. That Kesh meant to occupy this land was now beyond doubt: this was no simple raiding expedition, for booty or political gain; they sought to reclaim land that had not been part of the Empire in over two centuries, yet were treating the Kingdom’s expansion as if it had occurred but a few weeks prior.
  


  
    At last Martin said, “You’re joking.”
  


  
    The officer bowed. “Most assuredly not, fair prince. I and two of my officers would be willing hostages in your travels. Once you reach the borders of the land called Yabon, we will leave your company, and you may deal with the garrison there.”
  


  
    “Garrison?” shouted Ruther. “What does that mean?”
  


  
    “By the time you reach Yabon, it will once again be Keshian, as will the so-called Free Cities and that abomination known as Queg. The garrison at Yabon will escort you to the border at Questor’s View and then on to Krondor. From there you will be free to continue on to the borders of the Kingdom and cross without harassment.”
  


  
    “Borders of the Kingdom!” echoed the sergeant furiously. Martin put his hand on his arm and the old soldier fell silent.
  


  
    “And where is this border?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “Darkmoor. That was your traditional frontier and that is where it is again, for all lands west of there are now Keshian. Once you reach Darkmoor, you will once more be on Kingdom soil. The Empire is reclaiming its realm, from Crydee to Krondor, Yabon and LaMut. Even as we speak the armies of Great Kesh are marching and our navies are sweeping through the Bitter Sea. You are now trespassing on Keshian soil, my prince,” declared Captain Gorves. “You have two days to make ready for your departure or I shall bring horrors upon you and your people that no man should have to contemplate. It is a simple choice; leave or die.”
  


  
    With that he turned and walked away, leaving a stunned Martin unable to speak.
  


  



  • Chapter Twelve •


  


  Escape


  


  



  
    Jim Dasher ran.
  


  
    Four armed men were following him and his guide, and he knew that if they were overtaken, he was certainly a dead man. Whoever was hunting him had proved to be relentless. They were dashing through the alleys and streets of Ranom, a miserable little trading port at the foot of the Trollhome Mountains in Western Kesh. The plan had been to get to a ship waiting in the harbour, and then sail to Durbin, as close to the border as a Keshian freighter could travel. Getting from Durbin to the Kingdom’s closest city, Land’s End, was Jim’s problem. Jim silently cursed Kaseem’s agent aboard the ship where he was captured; instead of merely removing the Tsurani transportation orb that Jim had hidden, he had prodded it with a dagger point, thinking it some sort of tiny multi-levered-lock box and his meddling had rendered it inoperable. Now the only way back to behind the Kingdom’s lines was by his own wits.
  


  
    His guide made a motion with his head, indicating a turn to the left, and they both darted down an alleyway. The guide suddenly leapt for a low overhanging roof and by the time Jim could follow his lead, was hanging from roof beams in deep shadows under the roof’s eaves, just a foot above a tall man’s head. Jim knew exactly what was being said without words. They couldn’t outrun the assassins, so their only choice was to get behind them.
  


  
    A moment later the four men came down the street, and not for the first time Jim was disturbed by how silently they moved. These were men who resembled the legendary Nighthawks, a cult of demon-worshipping assassins detailed in memoirs by his great-great grandfather, James, the first Jamison, the legendary Jimmy the Hand of the Mockers.
  


  
    There was a rueful sense of fate that visited Jim as he clung precariously to the eaves, waiting for his pursuers to run underneath him.
  


  
    As a boy his father, the second James, had raised him to be a servant of the Crown, as he was, but his Uncle Dasher, after whom he was also named, and Great Uncle Dashel, used to regale the young Jim with stories of his namesake, the first James. As a child Jim had insisted for a time on being called “Jimmyhand,” and the moniker had stuck. More than once he had employed it to good use, in his guise as Jim Dasher, simple thief and pickpocket in the Mockers. But more than once he had also decided that somewhere along the way he had got caught up in his own myth, and that without realizing it, he was competing with the ghost of a dead forebear. But, good gods, Nighthawks?
  


  
    If they were indeed a resurgence of that long-believed-dead clan of murderers, things were even more dire than he thought. It was believed the Nighthawks had finally been obliterated by Eric von Darkmoor’s special attack unit, The Prince’s Own, in the long-abandoned Cavell Keep, some ten years ago. Silently, Jim thought of them as cockroaches: you thought you’d killed them all, but they kept showing up.
  


  
    The same thought had passed through his mind after seeing the Pantathian Serpent Priest in that longboat. Every report he had read indicated they had been obliterated years ago and the birthing crèche in their underground lair in Novindus destroyed. Another nest of cockroaches, apparently.
  


  
    The pursuers ran quietly underneath, and Jim held his breath, praying they would not notice they were passing scant inches below their quarry, or they would be able simply to impale him and his companion as easily as spearing fruit on a tree branch with a pointed stick. Jim felt more than heard his companion let himself lightly down to the ground. Jim followed, his shoulders and hips burning from the exertion of holding himself in place. I am getting too old for this nonsense, he thought. His father and grandfather were both putting pressure on him to marry and start a more mundane life in the King’s service and he was getting to be convinced that was a really fine idea. Not for the first time he considered asking Franciezka to quit her post with the Crown of Roldem and run off to some tiny island where they could eat, sleep, and make love.
  


  
    The guide motioned and Jim followed, running silently through the dark streets of the city. Ducking through a maze of alleys, they reached an unmarked door, and the guide opened it.
  


  
    Jim followed him inside without hesitation and closed the door behind him. “We shall be safe here,” said the guide.
  


  
    “Not for long.”
  


  
    “Yes, they will double back, but unless they can track by magic, they’ll have a hundred doors to investigate.” He caught his breath and added, “The sun will rise in an hour. We can attempt to get down to the docks in the throng going to work. Rest now. I will go and seek help to get you out of the port. If I am not back by dawn, it means I have been captured or am dead; make your way to the docks as best you can and seek out a boat called the Mialaba, the name of a woman from the captain’s homeland. He is a man named Nefu. He can be trusted. Tell him you need to find a ship for Durbin and he will get you safely there. Latch the door behind me.”
  


  
    Jim waved a tired hand, indicating that he understood, and the guide slipped out of the door. Jim latched it and sat down heavily on a large, tied bundle of cloth.
  


  
    When he looked around, he saw he was in the back room of some sort of enterprise, a tailor’s shop by the look of it. Whoever owned it was absent, and Jim was certain the shop must be one of Kaseem’s safe houses in this town.
  


  
    He settled in, determined to sort through the strange events he’d endured since awakening in Ranom. For several hours, Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan had detailed to Jim what had occurred in his nation to bring this war on so suddenly and unexpectedly.
  


  
    It had begun, according to the desert man, with the unexpected rise in the Gallery of Lords and Masters of a few members of the nobility who were close friends with a Keshian prince by the name of Harfum, a distant nephew of the Emperor. This sort of nepotism and cronyism was nothing new in the Empire, and as long as it didn’t get too obvious and abusive, no one cared about it. The only thing Keshian nobility cared about was keeping their own rank and privileges. The offices granted these men were minor: supervising taxes in a distant province, overseeing the garrisons along the southern border with the Confederacy, supervising the building of ships, levying duties on goods transported by caravan. Nothing in these appointments signalled building a power base or creating a faction within the Gallery of Lords and Masters, so no one objected.
  


  
    Then came rumours about a caravan carrying certain goods being diverted at the request of the newly-appointed minister for that district, or a ship-building request that seemed to origin ate in some vague office attached to the Imperial Navy, but with no one quite sure who was authorizing that purchase. It seemed that Prince Harfum’s friends were always somewhere around when things turned odd, but Kaseem could not establish a clear pattern or find compelling evidence to present to his master, the Imperial Chancellor, or to the Emperor himself.
  


  
    Also the corruption that was common to Kesh’s bureaucracy hid much of what was going on, since bribes were paid for falsified cargo manifests and caravan freight was signed off without inspection. Bolts of cloth turned out to have sharp, hard edges; urns were filled with herbs that had steel broad-heads attached, and pottery was made from steel with nose- and cheek-guards. Bows were smuggled as trade goods; swords, shields and armour as raw timber. Iron ore intended for the Imperial Armoury at one city was diverted to a retired swordmaker’s forge in a different city. When a hundred horses were requisitioned for a garrison, eighty would arrive and a notation on a document would explain away the discrepancy. Mules, oxen, horses, dried foodstuff, crates for food, water barrels and casks— all the necessities to put an army on the march— slowly wended their way through the Empire, always heading south. And it had been going on for more than two years, before the spymaster of Kesh even had an inkling.
  


  
    By the time Kaseem had sensed something was amiss, it was too late. His agents began to vanish, or mysteriously file reports that made little sense at the time, and when Kaseem realized his network of intelligence operatives had been compromised, it was much too late.
  


  
    As Kaseem had made ready to leave the City of Kesh to investigate what he feared to be the case— high treason running rampant in the government— the attacks had begun. The first attempt had been by one of his most trusted agents, the man he had put in charge of the entire network in the City of Kesh and the surrounding region of the Overn Deep. That meant he could trust no one in the City of Kesh. Three times armed men had almost killed Kaseem as he made his escape, but he wasn’t considered the wiliest man in Great Kesh without reason.
  


  
    Kaseem had taken a fast horse and headed west towards Caralyan rather than north to his home in the Jal-Pur. Every road from the City of Kesh directly leading to the Jal-Pur would be watched by those trying to kill him, so his intention had been to sail around into the Bitter Sea, then to the port of Ranom. From here he would ride to his father’s camp, at one of many desert oases, where he knew he would be safe.
  


  
    It was only by the strangest chance that one of the agents Kaseem had detailed to watch for Kingdom spies had noticed Jim. He had contrived to join the same ship’s company as a common sailor set to keep an eye on Jim. That “sailor” was now Jim’s guide here in Ranom; he was named Destan and was a man Jim would have been happy to have in his service. Jim was very good at not being noticed when he so chose, so the fact that Destan had spotted something to make him suspicious must make him a very valuable asset to Kaseem.
  


  
    Destan had been detailed to Hansulé to keep an eye on the insanity of mobilization that had gripped the Empire, to ascertain where all the arms and supplies were heading for so it was, for him, a happy coincidence that Jim was signing on as a sailor on the same fleet. When he caught sight of Jim checking a lump in his hammock, he had managed to ferret out the tiny Tsurani sphere. But then he had prodded at it with a dagger, trying to open it, and had only succeeded in breaking it. But that was of secondary importance; at that point he knew that Jim was someone his master would most certainly wish to speak to.
  


  
    When Jim had tried to escape, Destan had struck him from behind, an effective enough means to render him docile, and carried him up on deck while everyone else was busy. Since he had Jim wrapped in canvas, he looked like just another sailor moving something important from one place to another. He had dumped Jim in a sail-locker and came back half an hour later to drug him.
  


  
    Jim had awakened here in Ranom. He was uncertain how he had got there from Caralyan so fast, but decided that Kaseem must have his own supply of Tsurani devices, or some other magical equivalent, a magician in his service who could transport others as Magnus could, perhaps. When Jim had broached the subject, Kaseem had been noncommittal: if he possessed such a device, he wasn’t offering one to Jim Dasher to get back to the Kingdom.
  


  
    Kaseem had problems of his own, it was fair to see, and Jim was touched by his willingness to help one of his most dangerous opponents. For a brief instant he considered it ironic that Francezka and Kaseem were the two people most likely to have him killed, ultimately, yet in them he had found kindred souls. Not for the first time he considered he had chosen a very strange trade in life.
  


  
    In the hours during which Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan had told Jim his tale a pattern had emerged, but he had remained silent and kept listening. Kaseem had explained in detail how his own network of agents had been compromised from within, as well as effectively countered and blunted by outside forces. He admitted that he had spent so much of his time watching the kingdoms of the Isles and Roldem or the Southern Confederacy that he had neglected his own nation’s internal politics, assuming that the traditional Keshian blood sport known as “government” would continue as it had over the centuries.
  


  
    Someone had taken advantage of that; and from the scope of the betrayal, Kaseem was certain this usurpation of his network had been underway for perhaps as long as five years.
  


  
    Jim’s first question was to consider who would benefit from a massive war between the Kingdom and Kesh. Logically, no one. He had become enough of a pragmatist that he conceded a little criminal activity was inevitable, though he had tried to keep his Mockers from cutting too many throats, and then only those who more or less deserved it; he believed there would always be some military adventure, but that it needed to be kept in check because the Kingdom had other enemies to confront; but Kesh had no Brotherhood of the Dark Path and their goblin allies on their northern border, and a rapidly-growing city of odd, very powerful elves who did not appear to be particularly friendly.
  


  
    The Eastern Kingdoms were closer to the Isles than Kesh, and there had constantly been border squabbles since the Isles had once been just one of a group of petty kingdoms in the Sea of Kingdoms. So it was the Isles that kept a fractious group of neighbours in check; though Roldem’s presence in Olasko lately had stabilized things to a point at which reports from Jim’s agents in Miskalon, Salmater and Far Lorin were rendered mundane to the point of tedium.
  


  
    On the whole, Jim considered war a waste of resources, especially human ability and talent, and tried to keep the Kingdom out of them. War represented a failure of intelligence and diplomacy, and caused far more trouble than it solved.
  


  
    There were just wars; the Tsurani invasion over a century before and the invasion of the Emerald Queen’s army in his grandfather’s time had both been defensive wars that had to be waged to the last drop of blood.
  


  
    But this…?
  


  
    As far as Jim could tell, this was a needless launching of the most massive war seen on Midkemia since the onslaught of the Emerald Queen’s army, and that war had devastated an entire continent and brought ruin to half of the Kingdom. It had been the last time Kesh had sought to move against the Kingdom, seeing it weak and vulnerable after the destruction of Krondor.
  


  
    But since the magician Pug had forced both sides to peace….
  


  
    Pug? Jim sighed. He had a difficult relationship with the magician and his Conclave of Shadows, but at least Pug was trustworthy. And by dint of his being the adoptive father of Jim’s great-great-grandmother, a distant relative.
  


  
    Something on this scale needed to be discussed with Pug. But given where Jim currently sat, his ability to reach Sorcerer’s Isle was somewhat problematic, being far to the north-east and in the middle of what was likely to be a war zone involving three navies: Kesh, the Kingdom, and the Kingdom of Queg. One more time he silently cursed Destan for disabling the orb; one of the previously established destinations in that device had been Pug’s island. Now not only was he forced to remove himself from what was verging on becoming a death trap, he had to find his way to an even more difficult destination.
  


  
    He debated several choices, including stealing a horse and making the ride to Durbin. The majority of arms and men would be moving by sea, but that didn’t preclude overland units making their way to support the garrison at Shamata and a single rider on a dusty road across an arid desert would certainly bring attention.
  


  
    No, his best choice was by sea. If his guide didn’t appear soon, Jim would find the Mialaba and the man named Nefu.
  


  
    Time passed slowly, and Destan didn’t return. Finally Jim saw light beneath the door and heard enough street noise to conclude that morning was upon him.
  


  
    He opened the door cautiously and peered out. In the street just beyond the alley he could see men and women hurrying along as the work day started. Like Durbin, this hot-weather city’s business started early, eased off during the hottest part of the day, then resumed in the late afternoon and continued deep into the evening. This would be Jim’s best opportunity to get to the docks and find Nefu.
  


  
    He considered his appearance. He was still wearing his sailor’s garb and knew he would be instantly recognized if any of the men who had chased him caught a glimpse. He stepped back inside and closed the door. The tailor’s shop would soon be visited by its owner and workers, no doubt, so he had best come up with whatever disguise he could cobble together as quickly as possible.
  


  
    He opened the door opposite the one leading to the alley and found a room in which clients were probably greeted and where the cutting and sewing was done. Half a dozen garments were on display and one caught Jim’s eye. It was a robe, the sort preferred by the desert tribes of the Jal-Pur, worn open in front, which could be closed and secured with a large sash, and a matching cloth head cover. Jim had spent enough time in the desert to know that punishing cold nights and stinging sand storms required a well-made covering. This had the look of a merchant’s robes, but not robes a wealthy merchant would wear. If this garment was ready for a client who had paid in advance, its disappearance would quickly be noticed. If it was stock ready to be bought by someone who happened by, perhaps not as soon. He checked swiftly through the other garments and discarded them as not being useful and then made a decision.
  


  
    He removed his shirt, a simple white linen top with an open collar and quarter-length sleeves, and chose a more finely-fashioned red shirt which would go nicely with the deep indigo of the robe. The grey flannel trousers he wore would have to suffice.
  


  
    In his belt he had the coin purse returned to him by Kaseem, and he counted out a few coins, estimating the price he would have got with haggling, and left half-again as much, placing it where the shopkeeper would find it. He hoped the silver coins would convince the man that someone had sold the garments but neglected to put away the coins; or at least give the man less reason to call the city watch. Since the local watchmen were as corrupt and unreliable as they were in any other port city in the Empire, Jim felt he stood a reasonable chance of being out of the city before the alarm was raised.
  


  
    He slipped on the shirt and robe, then moved back through the storage room and again peered out of the door. The tempo of the city was quickening as he slipped out into the alley. He walked purposefully to the corner and entered the flow of traffic. As he made his way towards the docks, he looked around and found what he sought next, a boot-maker. The shop was just opening as he entered and the proprietor greeted him. “Sir, what service can we offer you?”
  


  
    “Boots,” Jim said in the language of the desert men.
  


  
    The boot-maker looked confused for a moment, then Jim repeated the word in Keshian, heavily accented to sound as if he was not terribly fluent.
  


  
    “I make the finest boots in the Empire,” claimed the man, speaking loudly and slowly as if it would make it easier for Jim to understand him. He indicated that Jim should sit on a bench and he would measure him.
  


  
    Jim said, “No, boots now.”
  


  
    The man was apologetic. “I have no boots already made, sir. Each man’s foot is of a different size, so I need a week or so to measure, cut leather and fashion it; you understand?”
  


  
    Jim pointed to six pairs of boots on a shelf behind the man. “What of those?”
  


  
    “Those are awaiting their purchasers,” said the boot-maker, but a calculating look crossed his face. “Perhaps…”
  


  
    Jim dropped his leather purse on the counter. The noise the coins made was unambiguous.
  


  
    “Let me see the size…”
  


  
    Ten minutes later Jim left the shop wearing black leather boots which were almost a perfect fit; they were a tiny bit short in the toes, but being leather would stretch if he wore them long enough.
  


  
    Another stop at a weapons merchant and he was striding down the street looking as much like a desert rider of the Jal-Pur as he could manage given the circumstances. He spoke the language fluently and without accent and knew enough about the region to deceive most people who didn’t know him on sight. His headgear was worn in the fashion of the Jal-Pur, the nose and mouth cover left to hang loosely to one side, so it could be pulled up in seconds if a sandstorm suddenly blew up. It was just enough to hide his features without looking as if he was trying to hide them.
  


  
    That was what he was concerned about. The four assassins had not only known him, one knew him well: Amed Dabu Asam, who until he had tried to kill Jim had been his most trusted agent in the region.
  


  
    They had come mere hours after Destan had conveyed Jim to Kaseem’s safe house, and it was by the barest chance they had been alerted to someone being just outside the door, a bare creak of wood where someone misstepped ever so slightly, a creak that had meant the difference between life and death as Jim, Destan and Kaseem had all been crouched in a secret room with weapons ready where a moment before they would have been taken unawares.
  


  
    The revelation that Amed was no longer to be trusted had cast an even darker shadow over the events unfolding around them. Jim had sighed. “If Amed is a traitor, there is no one in my organization I can fully trust.”
  


  
    Kaseem had answered, “I know the feeling. Some of the men who tried to kill me had served my father before me.”
  


  
    The two leaders of the rival intelligence services had vowed to return to their respective capital cities to ferret out the traitors. Both had also vowed that all activity previously directed at one another would be put aside until the real architect of this mad war and multiple betrayals had been uncovered.
  


  
    Kaseem needed to reach his people’s camp and appear to be digging in for a long siege: he had a cousin who looked remarkably like him, and with a few minor alterations to his appearance, any spies or traitors who might be nearby would glimpse the fugitive prince of the desert. While his cousin kept his eyes focused on the desert, Kaseem would slip away in disguise to the City of Kesh looking nothing like himself.
  


  
    As for Jim, he had to reach Sorcerer’s Isle and speak with Pug.
  


  
    He reached the docks without incident and hesitated for a moment. There were at least two hundred boats and ships at the quays or at anchor in the harbour, a higher number than was usual for this port, but given the circumstances in the Bitter Sea these days, Jim assumed some of them were there because their owners had no desire to sail waters crowded with three hostile navies.
  


  
    Since little cargo was coming ashore or being ferried out to a waiting ship, the dock was crowded with stevedores looking for work. As he walked past, a few looked at him expectantly, thinking Jim was perhaps a ship owner or agent.
  


  
    He glanced about and then saw a band of street boys congregating around a vendor’s fruit cart near one of the major streets that intersected with the docks, no doubt waiting for their opportunity to purloin a rich pear or savoury plum when the seller wasn’t looking. Scant chance of that as the man had one eye fixed on the ragged crew while he shouted the quality of his wares to all and sundry.
  


  
    Jim discreetly held up a copper coin until one of the boys took notice. He glanced to see if any of his compatriots had noticed and seeing they hadn’t, he scampered over to stand in front of Jim, just far enough away that he could leap out of arm’s reach if Jim attempted to harm him. But all Jim said was, “Mialaba?”
  


  
    The boy pointed silently to the end of the dock and Jim flipped the coin to him and moved quickly away. The far end of the harbour was occupied by boats of various sizes, but no cargo vessels. All appeared to be short-haulers. Ferries, and shallow launches waited to take cargo and passengers out to ships at anchor, while a few fishing vessels in from nearby villages were unloading the previous day’s catch.
  


  
    Jim moved with urgency, but not so quickly as to call attention to himself. He was experiencing what he called his “bump of trouble,” a name inherited from his ancestor, the first Jimmy: a sense of impending danger. It had been annoying him the entire time he had been in this city.
  


  
    As he worked his way down the dock he saw at last a small two-masted lugger. A sailor was repairing ropes on the bow and Jim called up, “Mialaba?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the sailor barely looking up.
  


  
    “Nefu?”
  


  
    The man stood up and moved to the back of the boat, then returned a moment later with a second man, who said, “You looking for me?”
  


  
    “If your name is Nefu.”
  


  
    “It is.” He was a barrel-chested man of at least fifty summers, with a balding head surrounded by a fringe of hair so white James assumed he must have been fair-haired when he was younger, red or blond. His skin was weather-beaten and worn, and he looked as if he should be holding down a chair in the corner of some dockside alehouse. But his eyes were like blue daggers as they looked at Jim, and Jim had no doubt those “old” arms and legs were coils of power from years of hard work and, if he worked for Kaseem, no doubt years of hard fighting.
  


  
    “We have a mutual friend. He said to seek you out.”
  


  
    “Who would that be?” asked Nefu as his deckhand tried to look as if he wasn’t listening to every word.
  


  
    “Destan.”
  


  
    “Can’t say as I recognize that name.” Nefu’s hand drifted towards his belt, in which Jim had no doubt rested at least one dagger.
  


  
    “Kaseem,” said Jim in a lower voice.
  


  
    “Better come aboard, then.” Nefu’s hand moved away from his belt.
  


  
    Once Jim was aboard, Nefu led him to a companionway in the rear of the boat, one that led down into a mid-deck. Jim had been on luggers like this and knew this was the crew’s quarters, for at least a dozen men if it was a long voyage, fewer if they were hugging the coast and putting in at night. To the rear would be quarters for the captain and one mate, perhaps. There was no galley on a boat this size; all cooking would be done on deck on a brazier, which meant that in foul weather the crew went hungry.
  


  
    Jim followed Nefu into his quarters, which were barely more than a bed over pull-out drawers, and a single fold-down table for charts and maps. A single lantern hung from a chain above the desk and a chest nestled in the corner for whatever the captain couldn’t cram into the two drawers below his bunk.
  


  
    Sitting in the only seat, a three-legged stool that was just an inch too short for the table, Nefu said, “Now, what can I do for you?”
  


  
    Jim thought about what he should say, and decided truth was absolutely required, but how much wasn’t clear. At last he said, “Kaseem sent me here, with Destan as my guide. We were pursued and he said if he did not return by sunrise I was to make my way here and ask for you.”
  


  
    Nefu was silent for a moment, then said, “Who pursued you?”
  


  
    “I do not know,” Jim answered slowly, looking the old sea captain in the eyes.
  


  
    After another moment of silence, the captain said, “But you have an idea.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Jim. “I may be mad, but I think they were part of a group not seen for years. Nighthawks.”
  


  
    The captain let out a long sigh. “Where to?”
  


  
    “I need to get to Sorcerer’s Isle.”
  


  
    “Impossible. The Quegans are patrolling between their miserable island and Land’s End, and Keshian warships patrol the coast from here to Land’s End. The Kingdom navy is bottled up there, but they send fast raiders out now and again to punish Kesh for her aggression.”
  


  
    “News?” asked Jim.
  


  
    “Little, but rumours bloom like flowers in the desert after rain.” The captain stood up. “If we are to time the run to Sorcerer’s Isle, we must leave now.”
  


  
    “I thought you said it was impossible.”
  


  
    Nefu smiled and suddenly years fell away from him. There was a glint in his eye. “I said it was impossible. I didn’t say I couldn’t do it. Wait here.” He turned and left.
  


  
    For the first time in weeks, Jim found himself laughing. If Kaseem hadn’t already taken this smuggler into his service, he’d recruit him for his own Mockers.
  


  
    Assuming of course there was still a Guild of Thieves by the time he returned to Krondor.
  


  
    Assuming there was even a Krondor to return to.
  


  



  • Chapter Thirteen •


  


  Discovery


  


  



  
    Child attacked.
  


  
    The three demons she ambushed turned and presented an impressive array of fangs and claws, and one began to incant a spell. A magic-user! She modified her attack and ripped his throat out before he could continue his magic and he fell to the rocks, gurgling his cry of pain.
  


  
    The other two would have overmatched her, but she now had allies and they came swarming over the rocks behind the two remaining demons and, despite being smaller, overwhelmed them quickly.
  


  
    “Eat,” she said to her small band. “But that one is mine,” she added, indicating the magic-user, and beckoned for Belog to join her. She desired magic and without a teacher, eating magic-users was her only means of acquiring that ability. Her skills were rudimentary, primitive even. She could channel a push of energy which might topple a small opponent, or cast a small flame, but that was all.
  


  
    For an unknowable period of time she had been leading this band of demons across a rugged landscape, through volcano-strewn broken lands of basalt and red rock. The sky was dark grey at noon and the sun seemed to be in an odd orbit, never quite sinking below the horizon. Belog said that meant they were reaching a nexus, one of the six poles in their realm: the East Pole. The Darkness seemed to have converged on the Heart Nexus, where the East, West, North, South, Top, and Bottom Poles intersected. Energies cascaded unexpectedly along the surfaces of the clouds above them and the air stank of ash and bitter minerals as fiery mountains spewed clouds of dark smoke and cinders up into the canopy of grey and black.
  


  
    Child had begun to gather followers over the last month, allowing those she felt unable to contribute to be devoured by the others. She was even generous in her allocation of who ate first, waiting until the end to claim her portion. She was still struggling to define herself, but at some point she had become aware of the concepts of generosity and gratitude. Being generous could engender thanks, or project weakness, depending on the context. Gratitude could generate true allegiance, or feigned loyalty disguising betrayal. She was struggling to find the nuances of these differences.
  


  
    She was becoming more subtle, and Belog was becoming more fascinated. It was clear to him that she was unique among the People. She was something unpredictable. It was hard to know whether she was his greatest discovery or his most dangerous.
  


  
    She glanced around as they ate. “I find this place… unpleasant. I preferred the last place we rested.”
  


  
    He tilted his head slightly in a gesture she had come to understand meant he was pondering what she had said and was framing a reply. He scratched at his cheek absently with a sharp, gleaming talon and said, “Really? The energy planes are far more dangerous in these volcanic tablelands. The vortex rifts and void windows can destroy with a touch or snatch you out of this reality and transport you to another.” He made a claws snapping gesture for emphasis.
  


  
    She shrugged. “I don’t know why, but it pleased me to look at the cascading lights in the night and see the shimmering silver lights during the day. It gave me a similar feeling to when I eat something particularly tasty or look at certain males.” As she said this, she cast a glance at one of the young male demons who had been spared because he was on his way to becoming a daunting fighter. Muscular arms hung from a massive upper torso, yet his waist was still small and his legs were slender. Were they still living in the city of Das’taas, he would have long since been killed and consumed or recruited as a soldier in one Demon Lord’s faction or another, perhaps even marked to become a City Guardian or palace guard.
  


  
    Belog observed Child watch the male and sighed silently. She would choose to mate soon and that could create difficulties. The nature of the People was that procreation was an adjunct to the spawning pits, where life in the realm originated and where demonkind arose. It was from the pits that a demon re-emerged after death, with some or all memories intact depending on the circumstances of death. Violent deaths, which were in the majority, often robbed the demon of some memory. But birth was another aspect of creation, and it was relatively infrequent. Demons had mated for pleasure as long as they had been in existence, but the societies in which they lived were never stable enough for young to be successfully produced in any significant number. Rarely did a pregnant female survive, and when a child was born, it was often devoured, often by its own mother in retribution for the pain and inconvenience of child-bearing. A few mothers chose to nurture their child, perhaps thinking to create their first vassal, but it rarely ended well. Adolescent demons were always fractious and rarely around for long; those that survived to adulthood tended to the cunning or powerful, and picked their conflicts wisely.
  


  
    The rise of the kings had changed things, in the First Kingdoms and now the Second Kingdoms, and Dahun had been foremost in reforming and remaking his people; the spawning pits still existed— how could they not? But families, a new and alien concept, were mandated and pairs were appointed to breed, Child’s mother and father among them.
  


  
    No one could claim to understand why Lord Dahun had done this, but none would openly question him. It was supposed by the Archivists that at some point he would instruct them on what was to come next in the forced evolution of the People, but the arrival of the Darkness had thrown all into chaos.
  


  
    When Dahun vanished, society had not just reverted to its former state: it had disintegrated. Those left surviving the anarchy that once was Dahun’s Kingdom would be little better than the Mad Ones, let alone the Savages in whose lands they now trespassed. Belog was forced to admit that if it wasn’t for the strength of Child’s will and personality, this little band would not exist, and he would most certainly already be dead.
  


  
    He watched as Child finished devouring the brain of the magic-user and applied herself to his torso while keeping her gaze upon the young male. Finally she said, “I like his look.”
  


  
    “Beauty,” said Belog. “You have come to appreciate the enjoyment that is derived from perceiving things that are pleasing to look at, irrespective of their usefulness or danger. You feel better just looking at the energy plains or the setting sun, or that young male.”
  


  
    “Yes, I do,” she said. “Tell me more about beauty,” she instructed, and he did.
  


  
    They left the volcanic plateau and found themselves entering a realm of thick bramble, black with huge thorns, shot through with meandering pathways that might lead somewhere. “Where are we?” Child asked Belog.
  


  
    “I am uncertain,” he replied. “I believe we are in the region known as the Blasted Plain, a harsh land before we reach the heart of Maarg’s kingdom.”
  


  
    “Tell me about Maarg,” she instructed. She motioned for her followers to gather around and Belog realized they now numbered almost two dozen. They tended to be quiet, out of fear, or gratitude, or respect, Belog didn’t care to speculate on which. He counted himself lucky that he was critical to Child and he wished to keep it that way. At worst, that would ensure he was the last one to be eaten by her. At best, he had a benefactor and protector who was growing in intelligence, physical power, and magical knowledge by the day.
  


  
    He looked around trying to determine which course through the brambles might suit them best. He knelt for a minute and felt his jacket bind across his back. It had been an odd affectation on Dahun’s part to dress his Archivists in black coats and grey trousers. Given the diversity of shapes among demons, it had made for some particularly odd-looking Archivists at times. Still, it had made them instantly recognizable as were his guardians and enabled Belog to move freely throughout Dahun’s realm. However, Child’s generosity in feeding him was causing him to grow, a condition which used to be prevented by the careful oversight of the King’s Chief Archivist. In Dahun’s Kingdom you could be intelligent or powerful, but never both.
  


  
    Finally Belog pointed and said, “I believe that way may be a wise choice.”
  


  
    She looked at him with a odd expression and then he heard a sound he had never heard from a young demon: laughter. It was a different sort of laughter from that of the older demons, who laughed with a maniacal, joyless howl at the pain and destruction they caused, or at the crushing defeat of their enemies, or the lamentations and pleas for mercy from those about to be devoured. But this was something new: this was a laugh of amusement, not at another’s pain.
  


  
    As he followed Child into the brambles, he thought, What are you becoming?
  


  
    They hit several dead ends, and on the fourth, Child’s temper erupted, causing her to cast a ball of fire at the brambles that started a conflagration that had them running back the way they had come. Child collapsed a safe distance away and began to roar with laughter. The other demons looked from one to another and tried to mimic her mirth, but failed.
  


  
    “Can’t let my temper get the better of me,” she mused as she stood up.
  


  
    “You always had that problem—” Belog stopped. Where did that thought come from? Again, he was befuddled by this creature he was following and by his own changes, which he understood no better than he understood hers.
  


  
    They left the forest of brambles and found themselves on a hillside looking down at an abandoned city, with desolate land surrounding it. “Maarg’s city,” said Belog.
  


  
    “Again,” she demanded, and he knew what she asked.
  


  
    “Maarg was the greatest of the Savage kings. He was a glutton and consumed all his enemies, growing massively obese as a sign of his majesty; he savoured raw power and his court was formed by trial by combat and by cunning. If a warrior killed his superior he gained his place and Maarg’s favour, for the King felt he was replacing a vassal with a stronger one.
  


  
    “His court was always a place of terrible balance between loyalty in exchange for protection and the potential for betrayal. It made Maarg especially vengeful and unforgiving.”
  


  
    As Belog spoke he marvelled that there was no need for him to explain those concepts, for to understand vengeance you had to understand forgiveness. And forgiveness to any member of the People was an abstract concept. Even Archivists struggled to grasp it.
  


  
    “Tell me again of the part about him leaving and why?”
  


  
    “There are only rumours. It is said that somewhere in his city is a hall and in that hall is a gate to the higher realms. Someone from those higher realms opened that gate years past, and Maarg’s army poured through, devouring everything in their path.
  


  
    “It is said Maarg went there and perished, or found another realm to rule; but no one really knows.” As they started down a long road to the city, Belog added, “Many kings of the Savage Lands, and even some companies of Mad Ones came here, seeking to take this for themselves. Yet they did not stay.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked Child.
  


  
    “It is lifeless.”
  


  
    She stopped and the rest of her entourage did so as well. She said, “Yes, I sense it.”
  


  
    “Sense it?”
  


  
    She resumed walking. “It’s a feeling. What caused this?”
  


  
    “It is something like the Final Death, I think,” he said.
  


  
    At that the usually-silent demons who followed Child halted, some muttering, a few looking at her in abject fear. For a demon there were two deaths: the one that occurred many times in the course of existence, where death returned their essence to the spawning pit. But then there was the Final Death, when all existence ceased, consumed in some fashion by a nameless horror; and that above all else was feared by a demon. From the Time Before Time there was only one way for a demon to die the Final Death, and that was for something to prevent the energies from returning to the spawning pits.
  


  
    Then came the Darkness and now it was believed that to be touched by it was to die the Final Death. Certainly no being alive from the spawning pits remembered confronting the Darkness and returning. And the Darkness had been growing at the heart of the realm for millennia. Only the oldest, most powerful, demons even remembered any of the People who had once lived in the First Kingdoms. And now the Second Kingdoms were being consumed as the Darkness expanded.
  


  
    Kings and their vassal lords had fled. Some had conquered territory in the Savage Lands, or even in the land of the Mad Ones. Others had found portals to other realms and warred there, conquering all before them, feasting on life that was not enough, never enough. Stories were told and no one knew what to believe. It was even said that hosts of demons raged across the skies of other realms, warring with mortal races.
  


  
    Child said to her group, “Follow if you will or return the way we came, but behind lies the Darkness and ahead is merely the unknown.”
  


  
    As if that was reassurance enough, the demons nodded and when she moved forward, they followed.
  


  
    They entered the city as the sun was setting. To some demons day and night were meaningless, since they possessed senses that allowed them to live nocturnally. Others, like Belog, were at risk in darkness, so the band had got into the habit of seeking shelter at night. Sleep was unknown to demonkind, except as a means of relaxation, a rare event, or meditation, which was again rare for all but the Archivists.
  


  
    They entered a building that appeared at one time to have been a barracks or dormitory, although all the furniture had been destroyed by a series of violent struggles. The walls were darkly stained from blood spattered for countless years.
  


  
    They had just sat down to rest when the Mad Ones attacked.
  


  
    Although little more than mindless animals, they were still among the most physically powerful of demonkind. Given equal size, a Mad One would overpower even the most skilled warrior of the Second Kingdom unless he was fully armed and armoured or possessed magic.
  


  
    They came out of the shadows as the sun set in the west, darker shapes against the greying light. They were massive of shoulder and two were four-legged, dog-like in their form, with massive heads on powerful necks and slavering fangs. The others were roughly man-shaped, but their heads were animal: ram, bull, lion, or bear, with exaggerated tusks and fangs, large horns, feathers, fur, or scales.
  


  
    Two of Child’s followers were dead before they even knew enemies were upon them, their heads literally plucked from their necks. Child came to her feet and without hesitation put out her hand and a wall of searing flames exploded out in a sweeping wave that caused half a dozen Mad Ones to burst into mystic sparks and vanish.
  


  
    Another four hesitated and then leapt at her, perhaps thinking her magic exhausted. With a thrust of her hand she shot out a bolt of energy that propelled one of the dog-like creatures through the air, slamming it so hard against the wall that its bones cracked.
  


  
    The other four-legged being launched itself at her and she simply reached out, swung it around and threw it hard against the opposite wall, breaking its back. The last two hesitated, and died for their uncertainty. Child took one step forward and with a slice of her talon slashed open both their throats, causing steaming blood to fountain across the room.
  


  
    She turned to find the young male she had admired earlier upon the back of the last Mad One, his fangs fastened deep in the bull-headed demon’s neck. He howled in pain but the young male persisted and with a loud grunt of victory finally bit through the thick muscle and the Mad One collapsed.
  


  
    Instantly all the remaining demons in Child’s party began to feast. Even Belog was overcome with the smell of blood and the release of energies. Child batted away some of her companions as she claimed her victims’ heads. She always ate the brains, no matter how primitive the mind: her hunger for knowledge was insatiable.
  


  
    They devoured every body in the room, including their two fallen comrades. When they were finished, Child studied them. Two were budding flyers. Not yet able to sustain long flight, but able to hover for a short time and to scout ahead. Five were males who were starting to become warriors. She smiled at the thought of keeping them loyal; she was maturing and the desire to mate was rising daily. There were five worker male demons, two imps, and four immature females. The females would have to be controlled and developed carefully. Unlike the males, who as a rule became warriors or labourers, the females had a variety of potential roles. Perhaps one as a pleasure creature, a succubus, to amuse the males when she needed to have them diverted; and the other three could be many things, including mothers.
  


  
    She sat back. To Belog she said, “Tell the males to stand guard at the doors, and keep the others quiet. I need to consider things; I need to think.”
  


  
    She retired to a corner, sat down with her knees hiked before her chin, her arms around her knees, and thought. Hours went by.
  


  
    At dawn she arose and said to Belog, “Walk with me.” To the others she said, “Stay here. We will return shortly.”
  


  
    They complied and Child and the Archivist left the building. “You are growing larger,” she said.
  


  
    He removed his coat and displayed broader shoulders and chest, and arms far more muscled than before. “You are generous with food, Child.”
  


  
    “I no longer wish to be called that,” she said.
  


  
    “What would you wish?”
  


  
    She paused and said, “Mi…” She hesitated.
  


  
    “Mistress?” he offered.
  


  
    She hesitated. “No, not Mistress.” At last she said, “I do not yet know, but will tell you when I do. Until then Child will do.”
  


  
    “Yes, Child,” he said without mockery. He knew when she was serious and now she was deadly serious.
  


  
    “I have lived before,” she began.
  


  
    He nodded.
  


  
    “Yet my memories of my previous life or lives are not there. Hints, fleeting images, but I can’t quite…”
  


  
    She paused and after a minute when she didn’t continue he said, “It happens. If your last death was exceptionally violent and prolonged, knowledge fades while you die, so that the energies become fragmented and not all of them return to the spawning pit. You were born of a living mother, so even more energies were consumed in the birth. And if you died at the hands of an energy-drinker, there would be very little identity to return to the spawning pits. It would be as if one came close enough to the Final Death to feel its icy chill and somehow pulled back, to be reborn, but greatly reduced.”
  


  
    “No, it’s not that,” she said dismissively. “The memories are there: I just can’t reach them.”
  


  
    He had no idea what to say. Finally, he said, “What is your pleasure, Child?”
  


  
    “I need to change.”
  


  
    “You have been changing.”
  


  
    “No, I mean, I need to become something other than what I am. There are things in motion, powers roaming out there that demand more than I can give in this form.”
  


  
    After a long, thoughtful moment, Belog said, “There are many powerful beings out there, Child. In the other realms they speak of invisible beings, powerful beings, called gods, who subvert plans and tinker with fate, distort reality and change time and space by will, providing benefit or harm at whim. In many realms it is said that some lesser beings have risen to become gods.”
  


  
    She was silent for a very long time as she grappled with concerns Belog could only guess at. Finally she said, “Let us return. We must move on. There is somewhere we need to go.”
  


  
    “Where?”
  


  
    She looked at him and smiled. “I do not know. Let us explore.”
  


  
    The hall was enormous, filling half the massive palace that contained it. Even though it was deserted, there was a presence in it.
  


  
    At the centre of the room a large opening yawned at them. It was a murder pit, where prisoners or others suffering the King’s displeasure were thrown to die, either at one another’s hands, or by some other means viewed as amusing to the monarch.
  


  
    Around the murder pit were smaller, shallower feasting pits where prisoners would be brought in chains to be devoured by the King’s court. The iron restraining rings in the floor where those chains had been fastened were rusted and mute.
  


  
    At the rear wall rose a massive dais upon which sat a marble throne. Child walked up to the throne and ran her hand over the surface. Dusty rags, the remnants of soft cushions upon which the monarch had rested, were the last vestiges of this city’s once-proud ruler. She stood studying the empty throne, as if she could somehow divine what it had been like when this city was a thriving centre of what passed for culture among the Savage Kingdoms. Her head was cocked to one side, as if she was listening to the silence. Then she moved away from it and pointed, “Over there.”
  


  
    Belog looked where she indicated and saw nothing. The wall appeared unadorned except for sconces every ten feet or so where torches or lamps had once rested.
  


  
    Now Child was touching the walls as she had the throne. Softly she whispered, “Do you feel it?”
  


  
    He placed his hand upon the wall and felt only cold, lifeless stone. “Feel what, Child?”
  


  
    “Here there was once a portal, open from the other side, and here Maarg found entry into a higher realm.” She turned and looked at her companion. “This is why Dahun warred with Maarg, even though it was in vain. For when Dahun breached this city, he found it led to a lifeless planet, for Maarg had devoured all life there when finding himself trapped there, with no means of returning. In the end he withered to nothing and died without returning to the spawning pits. It happened a long time ago.” Her voice dropped almost to a whisper.
  


  
    Almost afraid to ask, he said, “How do you know, Child?”
  


  
    She pressed her cheek against the stone. Moisture glistened in her eyes for a moment, then she closed them. “I know,” was all she said.
  


  
    From the city they moved farther east, into the borders of the realms of the Mad Ones. In the month since they had left Child had recruited another score of followers, and these she nurtured as if they were her children. She was a strict mother, but gave bounty in a poor land in exchange for loyalty. She now had half a dozen flyers who scouted ahead for the group, and her males were now strong enough to confront all but the most powerful of the Mad Ones in single combat and stand a fair chance of winning. For the most part, small packs of Mad Ones gave them a wide berth. Those few times they had been attacked they had destroyed their foes and feasted, growing ever stronger.
  


  
    Child began mating with the males. Belog was given the honour of being her first, because he was her first companion, and then one by one she took the others. Within weeks she had them completely bound to her and was learning a new concept: love.
  


  
    She knew something about it from what she knew of the succubae, but they bound others to them by magic, by charm and glamour. The love she was experiencing was harder to understand. But she knew when she looked at Belog she felt differently to when she beheld the younger males. And although she enjoyed his company, occasionally a feeling of irritation arose in her that she couldn’t explain.
  


  
    Feelings confused her and she needed to understand them but she was constantly frustrated by her inability to grasp them. Like quicksilver they dribbled between her fingers as she grappled with them.
  


  
    They felt it before they saw it. Over a rise and out of sight, there was a presence. For over a week since leaving Maarg’s city they had been following a well-worn road into a gently descending valley. It was the only place they had found since leaving the bramble thickets where anything grew.
  


  
    Tough-looking scrub trees with black bark and magenta leaves were surrounded by bright yellow grasses and tall violet reeds.
  


  
    Something coursed through Child when she crested the ridge and saw what she had been sensing. The sensation she experienced was one of being drawn, compelled to go closer.
  


  
    “There is a portal,” she said.
  


  
    “Where does it lead?” asked Belog.
  


  
    “I do not know, but it is the reason everyone has left Maarg’s city. That road was worn by his entire realm having come this way.”
  


  
    “Perhaps it is an escape from the Darkness,” whispered one of the males, made bold because Child had favoured him with a mating the night before.
  


  
    She struck back without looking, ripping a gash across his face. “Speak only when I tell you,” she commanded. Of all her companions, Belog was the only one she allowed any discretion when it came to addressing her.
  


  
    She walked down the path and was accosted by alien scents and odd sounds. A faint vibration, too quiet to make out, emanated from the portal. It was a tall rectangle of grey with a scintillating sheen of colours playing across the surface like an oily rainbow on water.
  


  
    “It is calling,” said Child.
  


  
    “I sense a desire to enter,” agreed Belog. “But we know not what is on the other side.”
  


  
    “Yet it calls.”
  


  
    The tug of desire was mounting by the moment.
  


  
    “Perhaps safety is on the other side,” ventured one of the females who then cringed in anticipation of Child’s wrath.
  


  
    But Child was unmindful of this second breach and simply said, “No, we do not know what is beyond.” When she turned it was with a grin, but there was no humour in it.
  


  
    Her features were changing and Belog was most aware of that since he had seen her in her childhood. She now had high cheekbones and piercing black eyes, a regal nose and a high forehead that swept back to a crest that fanned out behind her head like a crown. Her body was lithe and powerful, but hips and breasts were full like those of a succubus. Her teeth were gleaming white instead of yellow or black, with only her eyeteeth pointed, the rest being as flat as those of a lesser being.
  


  
    She was changing and into what he had no idea, but he said nothing as she finished her thought.
  


  
    “But we do know what is behind us, and if it takes a lifetime or ten lifetimes, eventually the Darkness will reach this place.” She glanced from face to face. “And I will not be here when it comes. Choose as you wish.”
  


  
    She stepped into the portal.
  


  
    A moment later, Belog followed.
  


  



  • Chapter Fourteen •


  


  Flight


  


  



  
    Martin ran up the steps.
  


  
    Barely dressed as the sun rose, he had been summoned by an urgent call from the sentry atop the highest tower in the castle. When he reached the apex of the tower the sentry cried, “Sir, the Keshians are moving their trebuchets!”
  


  
    “Sergeant Ruther!” shouted Martin and within a minute the old veteran was at his side. “It looks as if the Keshians have grown tired of waiting for us to walk away,” Martin told him. Then he added calmly, “Sound the alarm.”
  


  
    With a wave the sergeant ordered a trumpeter to sound the call to battle and a moment later every soldier and those men of fighting age who had been armed took up their positions.
  


  
    “I wonder if they’re going to ask us to leave again?” asked Sergeant Ruther, his chin jutting as if he was ready for a bar fight.
  


  
    Suddenly a massive stone came arcing out from the heart of town and smashed into the stonework to the right of the gate. Shards of masonry exploded and two men fell from the wall nearby, while everyone else ducked for cover. Those townsfolk who were not bearing arms and hadn’t yet fled to the rear of the castle were now leaving the front bailey yard at a run. Their screams of terror filled the air, but through it Sergeant Ruther’s voice cut: “Steady!” Looking at Martin, he said, “I guess that means not.”
  


  
    The Keshians had been content to sit in the town for five days, sending a message every day, asking for the inhabitants’ surrender. They never threatened; but the threat was implicit as more and more soldiers disembarked from the ships now in Crydee harbour. Already the keep was nearly fully surrounded. Only the heavily-forested area a half mile from the rear wall seemed not yet to be closed off.
  


  
    Martin watched as a second stone crashed nearer to the gate. “They mean to have that gate down before they attack,” suggested Martin.
  


  
    “That’s how I see it, sir. Scaling walls is a messy business and the gate’s the easy way in. Usually we wait until we have to pull back into the keep, and then it gets messy for them.”
  


  
    Martin understood. The outer wall was a late addition to the original keep which had a classic murder room behind the outer portcullis. While it was easy enough to lift those two gates, they were extremely difficult to breach without a lot of men dying under a hail of arrows from above. “You see any turtles?”
  


  
    “No, but we can be sure they have them or are building them somewhere in town.” The turtles would be covered rams of heavy wooden construction that would be used to smash in the port-cullises. The defenders would make the attackers pay a heavy toll to breach the keep, but with enough men and material, eventually the Keshians would break through. Martin’s sole hope was to hold them at bay until his father and the rest of Crydee’s muster returned.
  


  
    The instructions had been simple. If Lord Henry appeared, the garrison would sally forth in support of his attack on the Keshians besieging the keep. With a strong enough attack, they could roll them up and push them through the town until they found themselves fighting with the bay at their back. Unless they could swim to their ships wearing armour, they would be forced to surrender or be killed to the last man on the docks. Martin chose to worry about the Keshian townspeople after the battle was won. Right now he was focusing on defending this keep.
  


  
    He looked around and realized that his ancestors had either been geniuses or very lucky. When the original keep had been established by the first Duke of Crydee, this had been a small Keshian garrison, used primarily to keep goblins and the Brotherhood of the Dark Path out of northern Bosania, as this province had been called. The current Free Cities had been their main concern, and the Far Coast had been occupied only as a way to protect their “back doors,” as there were two major passes over the mountains. The road east past the Jonril garrison split north-east and south-east, and led to the passes, one of which skirted the southern boundary of the Elven Forest, and eventually would clear the Grey Towers at the Northern Pass before descending towards Yabon.
  


  
    The southern route passed close to the boundaries of the dwarves and the Star Elves, eventually descending towards the Free City of Natal and the Kingdom Port of Ylith. It was infrequently travelled, and only utilized if heavy snow blocked off the Northern Pass.
  


  
    Yet while the Crydee garrison had never been more than a Keshian watch-post, it had this bloody marvellous keep: one storey, square and ugly, with a small barbican over the entrance. Martin’s ancestor, the first Duke of Crydee, had build a second storey above it, extended it on three sides and erected towers at the front two corners, then built a huge wall around it, creating a massive bailey in the front and a less spacious marshalling yard behind. On the north side the stables had been tucked against the wall, while barracks were constructed against the south wall.
  


  
    The outer wall had two entrances: the main gates and a postern gate in the rear. That was heavily guarded, but the terrain behind the keep made attack from that direction difficult: thick woodlands made marshalling horse and infantry impossible unless they came into the clearing behind and attacked uphill while in range of the bowmen and two ancient ballistas mounted on the towers at the corners. The ancient Keshians knew one thing that every Duke of Crydee had also known: the only way to take the keep was a steep climb uphill and a full-frontal assault.
  


  
    More boulders came hurtling through the air and more masonry exploded. Shards of stone and choking dust filled the air.
  


  
    Silently, Martin prayed his father wasn’t too long in coming to his aid.
  


  
    Lord Henry chafed at every moment he was forced to tarry. He paced without let every time they had to stop to rest the horses. Two hundred cavalry had to tend to their mounts while the infantrymen struggled to keep up, lagging perhaps a half-day’s march behind.
  


  
    Brendan watched his father and was hard pressed to know what to say. He was just as desperate to return as the Duke, but he knew that it was futile to push out too far ahead of the heavy foot. Two hundred mounted soldiers might break a siege, but they would need the support of the twelve hundred men behind them. At last he said, “Father, you taught Martin well. Of the three of us he was always your best student.”
  


  
    Lord Henry turned. He looked as if he was about to lose his temper at his son’s words, but just managed to pull himself back from an outburst. After a moment he said, “You’re right. I have always known that you and your brothers might be tested in battle some day. I just thought you’d be older and I’d be there with you.” Then his voice lowered. “And your mother is there.”
  


  
    Brendan moved to his father’s side. Putting a hand on his shoulder he repeated, “Martin was your best student. And he has Ruther with him. He may be a boastful drunk on Banapis, but the rest of the year he’s a seasoned soldier.”
  


  
    “Against bands of goblins and roving outlaws, yes,” said Duke Henry, his dark eyes narrow and his face pinched with worry. “But against Keshian Dog Soldiers?”
  


  
    “Crydee Keep is battle-tested, Father. If the Tsurani couldn’t bring it down after months of siege, I doubt Kesh can in a matter of days.”
  


  
    “The Tsurani didn’t have Keshian engineers,” said Duke Henry. “Even if we arrive the day before the infantry we may be able to raid from behind and burn their engines, cause confusion and maybe even scatter them.”
  


  
    Brendan didn’t answer, but he knew that was unlikely. They would be coming down from the foothills on the only major road west from Yabon to Crydee. They had been half-way to the Jonril garrison when the fast riders overtook them, warning of the Keshian invasion.
  


  
    Henry’s orders had been to take this command to Yabon, to bolster that garrison should the Keshians sail north or to stand in its stead if the Duke of Yabon was ordered to sail south from Ylith to Krondor. Until the riders came with word of the attack on Crydee, Henry assumed that the likelihood of an attack there was low. He had sent two fresh riders on to Jonril and then to Yabon, ordering the Jonril garrison stripped and force-marched to Crydee. He judged they’d arrive no more than three days later than Crydee’s own infantry. Yabon would be left to decide what aid they could bring if any. If the Keshians were not moving in the Bitter Sea, Henry was certain Duke Francis would send two or three companies of his own garrisons from LaMut, Zun and Yabon City to support Crydee. They should arrive within three weeks if Duke Francis moved swiftly.
  


  
    The Duke gestured his groomsman to saddle the horses but Brendan said, “Father, the horses do us no good if we ride them dead before we get there. Ten more minutes?”
  


  
    The Duke froze in place. He was wearing his armour and the ancient and honoured tabard of his ancestors, with a deep brown field upon which flew the golden seagull of Crydee. His helm rested on the ground near his feet and he glanced down at it. Then he said softly, “I wish Hal was there with Martin.”
  


  
    Brendan could only nod. Martin may have been their father’s best student when it came to strategy and theories of war, but Hal just knew how to do things right and men would follow him anywhere. All he could say was, “Martin will be fine, Father.”
  


  
    Martin walked through the great hall where casualties lay groaning. It had become a makeshift infirmary since the relentless bombardment on the gates had injured more than two dozen men. Most had been workers, attempting to shore up the gate with timbers and stone, delaying the inevitable, when the gate would come crashing down.
  


  
    He had ordered all the men off the wall two days earlier, having them retreat to the sides of the keep or into the main entrance, ready to man the walls should the need arise, but knowing full well the Keshians would not come within arrow range until the gate was down. He could not help but grudgingly admire the Keshian commander. What his approach lacked in creativity it made up for in effectiveness. His soldiers might be falling asleep in the town out of boredom, but no one inside Crydee had enjoyed a good night’s sleep in a week. The best anyone could manage would be to doze off for a few minutes, before being startled awake by the thundering crash of another stone against the wall around the gate.
  


  
    Martin saw Sergeant Ruther on the other side of the room and signalled for him to join him. The old fighter moved to a corner of the hall where they wouldn’t be overheard.
  


  
    “How are we doing, Sergeant?”
  


  
    Ruther stroked his chin. “Considering the pounding the gate’s taking, better than I expected. No one’s dead, just broken bones and cuts from flying stones.”
  


  
    “How long?”
  


  
    Ruther didn’t need to ask what he meant. “Three days at best, two more likely; if they get busy, less than that.” He paused then added, “We need to think about getting the women and children out.”
  


  
    Martin sighed, near exhaustion. “I know. Is the tunnel ready?”
  


  
    After the Tsurani siege of the castle, Martin’s namesake, the first Duke Martin, had ordered an escape tunnel built deep under the keep, far below any that might be dug by incoming sappers. It ran far beyond the clearing to the east, into the heavy forest. The exit was fully disguised by carefully placed boulders surrounding a door-sized rock that had been artfully crafted to look like a solid boulder, but was hollow at the back.
  


  
    “I had the boys down there yesterday ensuring the timbers were still sound and the stone door that hides the entrance can be moved. It will take a couple of stout lads and a long piece of wood to move that door, but it’ll be ready when we need it.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Martin. “I’m just not certain how we’ll get everyone out and when.”
  


  
    “The ‘how’ is your burden, sir, but the ‘when’ is soon.” He looked at Martin, took in the dark shadow beneath his eyes. “You look all in, lad,” he said, though he was in no better shape. “Why don’t you try to get some rest, at least an hour?”
  


  
    “Thank you, Sergeant,” said Martin. He knew the old soldier was right. He was exhausted and not thinking clearly. He half-staggered to his room and fell across his bed without taking his boots off. In a few minutes he was asleep, unmindful of the dull thud of stones striking the gate outside.
  


  
    Martin awoke to soft lips pressing against his. His eyes opened wide. “Huh?”
  


  
    He found Bethany leaning over him.
  


  
    “You are needed. I thought that was the best way to rouse you.”
  


  
    Flushing, Martin said, “I am roused. What is it?”
  


  
    “Your mother needs you.” She turned towards the door. As she reached it, she glanced over her shoulder and added, “As do I,” and left.
  


  
    Martin sat there half-asleep, slightly giddy, and confused. If he lived through the next few days he would wonder about how he had become the object of affection for the woman he adored.
  


  
    He had always felt there was something between them, but every time he had dared to imagine what it might be, he had pushed away the thoughts as the idle dreaming of a fool. Now he wondered how things could suddenly change so dramatically. Why did he feel like grinning like a loon when the world was crumbling around him?
  


  
    He straightened his tunic and hurried to his parents’ quarters which his mother was currently sharing with Bethany, her mother, and half a dozen ladies from the village and their dozen children. The room had always seemed capacious to Martin as a child, being the largest sleeping chamber in the keep with its huge bed, settee, large rugs and wall hangings, but now it seemed small and cramped.
  


  
    Duchess Caralin motioned for her son to come to her when he entered the room, and took his hands in hers. “How are you, Martin?” Her face was a mask of concern. He knew that look. She worried about him more than his brothers, and had done ever since childhood. He was not as confident as Hal or as reckless as Brendan, and as the middle child had often been neglected while his father saw to the eldest and his mother cared for the youngest.
  


  
    He smiled, though he felt as if he could drop back to sleep just standing there. “I’m fine, Mother. What is it you need?”
  


  
    “We have people getting sick in the rear yard. It’s not bad now, but it will get worse.” Collected together tightly as they were, the people of Crydee were ripe to be taken by disease, from something relatively mild like belly flux to something lethal like the red plague or spotted madness. Softly she added, “We must think about getting those who are the most sick away from here.”
  


  
    “Where would we take them, and how would they get there?”
  


  
    “Elvandar,” she suggested. “Your father will surely be coming quickly from Jonril, and the healers will be with him, but many of these people will be dying or dead if we don’t get them help soon.” Suddenly, she shuddered.
  


  
    Martin stared at her, alarmed. “Mother, what is it?”
  


  
    She lowered her voice and whispered, “Ague.”
  


  
    Martin closed his eyes for a second. Several different things could be ague, but those who had it would have the same symptoms: fevers with sweats, then chills, a terrible thirst and if not treated, hallucinations. If these combined with other problems, death was possible. Usually if someone was struck down they went to bed for seven to ten days and were tended by their friends or family in the town. But here ague could leave the garrison incapacitated within days.
  


  
    “If we’re going to get them out, we must do so before they become too weak to travel. I’ll instruct Sergeant Ruther to get things organized. We’ll have them out at sunset.” He paused, then added, “I would like you, Countess Marriann and Lady Bethany to go as well.”
  


  
    “No,” said his mother flatly. “These are my people; this is my home. If you stay, I will stay.”
  


  
    He held up his hand. “Mother, please. Someone needs to take care of the sick and I can not imagine anyone better suited, and it would ease my mind if you and Earl Robert’s family were out of harm’s way.”
  


  
    His mother looked at him askance. “Is that so?”
  


  
    “Yes,” he replied, not understanding her question. “Moreover, if you won’t go, I must send Ruther to lead the escape, and I need him here.
  


  
    “Very well,” she said. “You’re enough like your grandfather when it comes to having your mind made up that I’ll not argue.”
  


  
    He kissed her on the cheek. “Father’s father or your father?”
  


  
    Frowning slightly she said, “Both.”
  


  
    That made him smile. He kissed her cheek again and departed.
  


  
    Exhaustion was taking its toll, yet whenever the young commander walked by people nodded in greeting and the soldiers saluted. Martin was uncertain what it was he had done to earn their regard, then as he was leaving the family’s wing of the keep and entering the main hall, he realized what it was; they wanted him to succeed. Because if he did so, they would survive. If he failed, they all failed.
  


  
    Moving through the crowded main hall, with women and children occupying every available space on the floor, took him a few minutes, with several of the town’s women smiling or addressing him directly, “Sir,” “Lord Martin”; one even called him “Highness”!
  


  
    This caused him a momentary pause. He had presumed to name himself prince in the face of Kesh’s commander in the field, a self-aggrandizement avoided for generations by his family. His great-great-grandfather for whom he had been named was brother to the King, and he and his son Marcus were both princes of the Kingdom in rank by birth, but Marcus had never chosen to employ the title, nor had his son the first Duke Henry, or Martin’s father, the second Duke Henry. Hal would be the third Duke Henry but the present king was a very distant cousin at best and the only thing that distinguished Martin, his brothers, and their father from a score of other distant cousins to the King was that they were conDoins. The first Martin had been born a bastard, but recognized and named by his father before his death, therefore he was of royal blood.
  


  
    Martin shook his head. He must be suffering from fatigue to let his mind wander so.
  


  
    The day dragged on and the pounding of the gate continued through the night. As the false dawn approached in the east, Martin hurried out and got as close to the gate as was safe to see how the Keshians were doing. As he stood at the entrance to the keep a soldier came to stand beside him: a thin, rangy fellow named Means, recently promoted to sergeant from corporal.
  


  
    “Where’s Ruther?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “Oh, finally got him to get some sleep, sir. I can fetch him if you need.”
  


  
    “No, let him sleep.” Another stone crashed into the gate with a resounding thud, and Martin heard a splintering sound and saw the timbers reinforcing the gate shudder. “What do you think?”
  


  
    “Not my job, sir,” said Means.
  


  
    “A born sergeant,” Martin laughed.
  


  
    “If you mean when do I think the gate will give out, then two days, maybe less. We’d better be ready to fight any time after sun-up tomorrow.”
  


  
    Martin nodded. Half the stone surrounding the gates was shattered and cracked, the tops of the walls on both sides sheered to rubble. Men could not stand and fight within half a dozen yards of the gate on either side, for there was no sheltered footing left. Should the Keshians bring a fire ram against the wooden gates, the defenders would be exposed if they tried to douse it and the Keshian archers would have easy targets.
  


  
    He said to Means, “My mother and the other ladies mean to take the sick from the keep through the escape tunnels. I need Ruther here with me, but I also need an experienced soldier to look after them. I’m putting you in charge of that detail.” He glanced around. “We don’t have much left for a stand-up fight, do we?”
  


  
    “Oh, they’re a good lot. Your father left a few grizzled veterans mixed in with the boys. And a few of the townsmen are fairly scrappy brawlers— I know that from my drinking days.”
  


  
    “Don’t drink any more?”
  


  
    “Not to speak of,” said Means. “My father couldn’t abide a man who couldn’t hold his drink. For years I took that to mean I needed to go drink to drink with all the lads and somehow not turn into the horse’s ass I usually became. Would have had these stripes years ago if I hadn’t been that man. So I learned that to hold their drink, some men just need not to drink that first ale. Haven’t had a drink in five years.” Then he grinned. “Still doesn’t mean I haven’t busted a few heads down at the dock taverns in my day.” He shook his head. “No, these lads will give the Keshians as good as they get, maybe a bit more. This is their home, sir. This keep will be here when your father reaches us, Commander. I’m certain of that.”
  


  
    “I hope you’re right, Sergeant.”
  


  
    Martin went back into the keep and began his routine for the day. He would conduct a personal inventory of stores, ensuring there was ample food for everyone, then he’d walk each post to see how the men were, then take his place on the top of the keep to watch to see if the Keshians were doing anything different. Then he would wait.
  


  
    “Fire wagon!” came the shout from the top of the keep and it was relayed down the stairs into the great hall. Martin had just bid his mother and the other ladies farewell before they began their journey to Elvandar. Those too sick to walk were being carried in litters and by best guess it would take a week for the party to reach the River Boundary and the elves. Martin was loath to see them leave in this condition, but he knew a garrison in the grip of even a relatively minor illness would give the Keshians one more advantage he didn’t wish to give them.
  


  
    Sergeant Ruther hurried in. “The Keshians have launched a fire wagon at the gate, sir. They mean to be inside sooner rather than later, it seems.”
  


  
    Martin nodded, and turned to Sergeant Means. “Get them out safely,” he said. The escape tunnel led out of the lower basement beneath the kitchen pantry. Those leaving had queued up before dawn and now they were almost through.
  


  
    Martin ran outside and up to a position on the wall where he could best see through the smoke at the gate. The Keshian fire wagon had been made by filling a wagon with oil-soaked wood and on top of that tightly-bundled straw. Half a dozen men ran behind it, steering as best they could with a reversed wagon-tongue. It was like steering a boat, pulling the tiller in the opposite direction to the one you wished to go in, and the Keshians made a botch of it.
  


  
    The wagon had crashed into the right side of the gate, opposite where Martin stood. The fire was burning hotly, but mostly against stone. The wood of the gate on that side was smouldering and smoking, but had not yet burst into flames. Crydee soldiers quickly set about throwing buckets of water on the inside of the gate opposite the fire, to help dissipate the heat and keep the wood from burning through. Ruther came to stand beside Martin.
  


  
    “What do you think?”
  


  
    “It’ll weaken it a bit, but unless they’re mad enough to start sending men with oilskins to try and spread the flames to the gate, it’ll hold for a while longer.”
  


  
    “Do you think they’ll bring a ram after it’s weakened?”
  


  
    “No. They’ll not risk it getting tangled up in all that mess, especially with flame and embers all around. I’d have the lads dumping oil on them in a moment if they were foolish enough to try that, and they know it.
  


  
    “No, they’ll wait until the flames are out and toss a few more stones to see how much damage they’ve caused, then they might send another fire wagon, and I’ll bet the second time they’ll get it right, spot on in the middle.”
  


  
    Martin could only nod in agreement. He let out an exhausted sigh and wondered where his father was at that moment.
  


  
    Henry, Duke of Crydee, slashed down at the goblin trying to unhorse him. The creature’s green-blue face was contorted in a snarl, long fangs bared as it struck upwards at the Duke. Brendan came from behind the goblin and struck it across the base of the neck, below the chain where its skin was exposed and it collapsed.
  


  
    As bad fortune would have it, they had ridden straight into a goblin raiding party moving through the Green Heart in strength. It was Henry’s two hundred riders against thirty goblins on foot.
  


  
    They made short work of the goblins, most of whom had turned and fled into the deep woods as soon as they realized they hadn’t encountered a small garrison patrol out of Jonril. Goblin raiding parties could be very dangerous for caravans and small patrols, but a full company of heavy cavalry was more than they had bargained for.
  


  
    Henry turned his mount in a half-circle. “Report!” he commanded his First Sergeant, Magwin.
  


  
    “One dead, two wounded, my lord.”
  


  
    “Damn,” said the Duke. He was nearly frantic with worry for his wife and son. “I should have had riders on point.”
  


  
    He looked down and saw a spreading red stain on his tabard.
  


  
    “Father!” cried Brendan. He looked down at the fallen goblin and saw that the creature was holding a blood-covered dirk. He had got close enough to the Duke to wound him.
  


  
    “It’s nothing,” said Henry, holding his side. “I’ll bind it and we’ll be on…” His eyes rolled up and he slipped out of the saddle, hitting the ground hard before anyone could catch him.
  


  
    The Duke struck the ground with the side of his head and shoulder, making an ominous cracking sound.
  


  
    Brendan was at his father’s side in seconds. First Sergeant Magwin knelt there and examined the Duke, but Brendan realized his father was dead before the man spoke. “Broke his neck, sir.” As if it would be some consolation he said, “He can’t have felt a thing.”
  


  
    Brendan’s face flushed as tears welled up. “Father?” he said quietly as if expecting an answer.
  


  
    After a moment, the other soldiers gathered around. The boy wept openly and at last First Sergeant Magwin put his hand on his shoulder. “Sir, you’re in command. We must move on.”
  


  
    Brendan blinked away his tears and took a deep breath. “You’re right,” he said, his voice nearly breaking.
  


  
    “What are your orders, sir?” asked the sergeant.
  


  
    Brendan stood and turned his back on his father for a long moment, remembering every lesson of warcraft taught by the man lying behind him. Softly he said, “Bury the dead, detail two men to accompany the wounded as they follow, and we ride on.” His voice rose as he turned. “Mark this spot well, for we will return one day and retrieve our dead and bury them with honour.” He looked at the soldiers watching him expectantly. With a deep breath he pushed aside his pain and said calmly. “We will relieve my brother at Crydee.”
  


  
    His father was now being gently lifted by two soldiers. “Farewell, Father,” he said softly, then mounted up again thinking, Hal is Duke now, and he doesn’t even know it. He gestured to his troops. “To Crydee!”
  


  



  • Chapter Fifteen •


  


  Mystery


  


  



  
    Hal threw a knife across the room.
  


  
    Ty watched with amusement as the blade struck the wall and fell to the floor. “If you want it to stick, use a meat knife. The bread knives have dull tips.”
  


  
    Hal pushed himself away from the midday meal he had been served. “I’m sorry,” he said as he crossed the private dining room upstairs at the River House in Roldem. He picked up the knife and carried it to the table then wiped it with a serving cloth. “I’m grateful for your father’s hospitality and your company. The food is wonderful.” He sighed as he sat down. “I can barely fasten my trousers from eating. And the wine! I’ve never had its like in Crydee. But I’m growing mad with boredom.”
  


  
    The university had all but closed down as students from Kesh, the Kingdom of the Isles and the Eastern Kingdoms had all hurried home on the first available ships when word of Kesh’s fleet sailing north had arrived. Following Swordmaster Phillip’s and Lord James’s advice, Hal had entrusted himself to the care of Ty Hawkins and his father Talwin.
  


  
    Hal pointed his knife at Ty. “You know, I wager I’ve read more books here than I would have had I remained at the university. And it’s a bit of a relief not to have to listen to every droning lecture, though a few of them were interesting. But I need to get outside. I need to hunt, ride a horse, chase down a stag or bear. Go fishing! Take a walk! Anything!”
  


  
    “We could practise if you’d like,” offered Ty.
  


  
    Half-laughing, Hal shouted, “No! I’m tired of almost beating you.”
  


  
    “You are getting better,” grinned Ty. “By the next Masters’ Court you will probably be able to beat me. You are a bit faster.”
  


  
    “No,” said Hal, falling back into his chair chuckling. “I’m sorry, Ty. I’m just going mad here.”
  


  
    “Until we receive word from Lord James or your ambassador that it’s safe for you to travel…” He shrugged. “Like it or not you are related to the King of the Isles. That makes you important.”
  


  
    “Barely related,” said Hal, sipping at a light white wine that had been served with the mid-day meal: a lightly-basted roast chicken with steamed vegetables. Before coming to live for the last month at the River House, Hal could not believe such simple fare could be made so delicious by the mere addition of a little savoury oil and some herbs. Letting out another aggravated sound, Hal said, “If I ever find a way to steal your cook from you, I will.”
  


  
    “You’d get fat,” said Ty with a laugh. He put his feet up on the table and drank his wine. “Francisco is Lucien’s best student— Lucien’s father’s chef in Olasko. I don’t think he’d leave Roldem for a rustic destination like Crydee—” he held up his hand as Hal began to protest, “—as charming as it may be in its own way. Francisco enjoys the abundance of high living in Roldem, which I believe you will concede is the most civilized city in the world.”
  


  
    Hal nodded. He was not a world traveller by any measure, having never been east of Yabon until his father decided to place him at the university here. He had stopped for a polite visit with Prince Edward in Krondor where they had spent a tedious dinner during which when one spoke the other nodded, because they had nothing in common. The Prince of Krondor had been eager to spread gossip about matters at court in the East, about people of whom Hal had never even heard, and Hal’s topics of hunting, warcraft against goblins and trolls and managing estates all seemed lost on the Prince.
  


  
    After that it had been an overnight stay in Malac’s Cross, then on to Salador where he had endured two nights of being hosted by a very distant cousin, Duke Louis, then a mandatory visit to the King to pay his fealty in Rillanon.
  


  
    He had been impressed with both Rillanon and the King’s court. King Gregory had been welcoming and seemed a bright enough man. It was hard to tell, given the amount of deference shown the man at every turn. Even the Prince of Krondor’s court was less formal and Hal’s father’s court was casual by comparison. Everyone bowed when the King entered or left the room. One could not sit in his presence unless he sat first, and one could not speak to His Majesty unless spoken to. The sense of impending doom over a social miscue reduced Hal to reticence bordering on constant silence while he was there.
  


  
    By the time he reached Roldem he had no idea what to expect, but he quickly embraced the rough and tumble of student life. The one reception with the King and two of his sons, Constantine and Albér, had proven surprisingly relaxed. The King was a happy, welcoming man, and it was obvious he had been blessed with a family he adored, a family who adored him in return.
  


  
    Then Hal had been thrown in with the other students, from Roldem, the Isles, Kesh, and a few from the Eastern Kingdoms, to study language, arts, music, history, sciences, and a little about magic. Mainly they learned how to be enlightened rulers, or at least that was the opinion of three of his teachers.
  


  
    The brothers who ran the university were pious men of the Order of La-Timsa the White, the Pursuer of the One Path. Knowledge was power and with power came duty, they taught.
  


  
    Hal also discovered that as an abstemious and celibate Order they didn’t have patience for what passed as fun with the majority of the students. Discipline was harsh and swift, even for minor infractions of the rules, and the favourite instrument of that discipline was the caning wand. Hal had suffered less than most, for he tended to be less fractious than the other boys: a rugged frontier life had made him grow up a little faster than the other lads his age.
  


  
    He enjoyed the nights out with the other students, but while most were getting drunk and regaling one another with improbable stories designed to impress the jaded tavern girls, he would sit quietly making one ale last half the night. He had never been punished for not returning on time or for being ill from over-indulging in drink or drugs the night before.
  


  
    He rarely gambled and then cautiously, so he never won or lost significant amounts, and he always gave the common girls a wide path. A particularly difficult experience with a town girl one Midsummer’s festival taught him to be cautious, though the other boys seemed to lose all sense when a pretty girl happened by.
  


  
    “What are you thinking about?” asked Ty. “You’ve been lost in thought for the last minute.”
  


  
    “Just thinking about the first time I came here.” Hal sighed and stood up. “I must get out of here. Even if just for an hour’s walk.”
  


  
    Ty was on his feet. With a smile he put his hand on Hal’s chest and said, “Wait a minute, my friend—”
  


  
    Hal grinned, took a step and then spun around and was past him. With a laughing whoop he half-jumped, half-ran down the stairs, barely making the complete turn at the landing half-way between floors as he scampered to stay one step ahead of Ty.
  


  
    It was just after the midday meal but there had been few patrons, so no one was in the dining room on the main floor to notice when the dark-haired young man raced down the stairs and out of the door with the sandy-haired youth only seconds behind him.
  


  
    Since Swordmaster Phillip’s and Lord James’s departure the day after the King’s reception, rumours of war had erupted into news one day that Kesh had moved against the Isles and as a result the streets were unusually quiet for this time of day.
  


  
    Ty caught up with Hal at last. “Wait! If you insist on ignoring your swordmaster and my father and Lord James, at least show the good sense to go armed.” He tossed a sword he had grabbed up on the way and the young Lord of Crydee grabbed it.
  


  
    “Thank you.” Hal belted on the weapon and took a deep breath. “Sea air! It’s different here in Roldem from Crydee. More… spices or flowers or… something, but it’s good. I’ve lived near the ocean since I was born and can’t imagine what it must be like to live in the mountains or the desert.”
  


  
    Ty fell into step beside him. “I’ve lived in the mountains a while, but like you lived in a harbour city most of my life.”
  


  
    “Crydee is hardly a city. A large town at best. But it’s the capital of the duchy. I suspect every duke before my father considered moving the capital down to Carse— that’s the trading centre— but…” He shrugged. “I’ll probably think about it, too.” Then he grinned. “For a few minutes, anyway.” He glanced around, drinking in the sounds and noises after being locked away in a bedroom above a restaurant for almost a month.
  


  
    It was very quiet.
  


  
    A massive Keshian fleet had sailed up from the south and was striking at Kingdom cities and towns up and down the coast. Although neutral, Roldem was historically close to the Isles and their navy was a possible threat. While sending reassuring messages to King Carol, the Emperor’s chancellor had also dispatched a squadron of ships which had taken up station just outside the harbour mouth in Roldem, to discourage the Roldem fleet from sailing out. It was a strategic move, as the Roldem fleet could easily crush the Keshians, but it would be an act of war and right now Roldem was working hard to remain neutral. The King wished to serve as an honest broker between the two warring nations so he ordered his navy to stand down while he sent diplomatic messages to the two capitals.
  


  
    As a result, people were staying close to home, out of fear of a Keshian assault on the city. Most judged it unlikely that war would come, but fear cared not for likelihood.
  


  
    Every shop they passed was closed or empty of customers, and every step past a street vendor brought pleas to inspect goods or hungry stares from pedlars too long without sales.
  


  
    “Is war coming?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “It’s already come,” said Hal. “At least to my nation. I don’t know if the first arrow has been shot or the first sword blow struck, but if blood hasn’t been spilled it will be soon.”
  


  
    “How can you be certain? Isn’t it possible this is some sort of ploy, a means to gain concessions from the King of the Isles?”
  


  
    Hal said, “One day I will be a duke and while I may not be the brightest student the university has seen, I do know how to listen, read, and try to utilise the lessons of wiser men than me.” He was attempting to be light in tone, but Ty could tell he was serious. “Fleets as big as those Kesh has unleashed are not sent into hostile waters as a feint or to spur diplomacy. They are sent out to force concessions or to conquer.”
  


  
    He stopped, looking around. From their vantage point along the river docks, they could see down into the harbour. “You see that clutter of ships?” he said, pointing.
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “Every one of those is owned by a man losing gold. Every hour a ship sits there is an hour that owner is not making profit. Wood rots, rope frays, metal rusts, and men must be paid even if they sit and do nothing; or they must be discharged and leave the owners without crew once business returns, but ships only make money if they are hauling cargo and passengers.
  


  
    “There are syndicates across the Sea of Kingdoms and in the Bitter Sea where underwriters of cargo are already losing fortunes, because goods contracted and paid for are not being delivered. Men sitting in Barrett’s Coffee House in Krondor, Rufino’s Tavern in Salador, and Hanson’s Inn in Rillanon, men who were wealthy a month ago, now stand on the edge of poverty. Lives are being ruined. Shop owners will run out of goods to sell and people will go hungry.” He turned and looked at Ty. “At least so far Kesh hasn’t sent any assassins to kill me.”
  


  
    “That we know of,” said Ty. “We’ve kept you out of sight… until now!” He laughed.
  


  
    “But now we are just two young men spending a pleasant afternoon out and about, walking, taking in the sights, talking about life, and getting out of your father’s lovely establishment which is currently my gaol!”
  


  
    Ty laughed. “Was there ever so fine a gaol?”
  


  
    “True. But I am getting fat,” Hal said patting his stomach. “I could use a hunt, a few days on the trail, some camp cooking, and I’d be able to get back into these trousers.”
  


  
    “Or you could eat less?”
  


  
    “Of Francisco’s cooking?” asked Hal, looking as if what Ty had said was sheer madness.
  


  
    “Well, he is very good.” Ty looked around and his eyes narrowed.
  


  
    “What?” Hal’s gaze followed Ty’s.
  


  
    “Those men over there. I think they’re watching us. Don’t stare.”
  


  
    Hal turned his back on them as if he were in conversation about something private with Ty and said, “Tall man, black cloak, short fellow, green vest over dirty grey shirt?”
  


  
    “Those are the two,” said Ty glancing off in another direction as if listening to something he didn’t want to hear.
  


  
    “Saw them watching us before we came around the corner. I thought they might be following us.”
  


  
    “You didn’t think to mention it to me?”
  


  
    “I didn’t want to cause needless alarm.” Hal kept his back to them. “What are they doing now?”
  


  
    “Not watching us, and working hard at it.”
  


  
    “Do you know a disreputable ale house not too far from here?”
  


  
    Ty grinned. “Just the place, around this next corner.”
  


  
    “Back door?”
  


  
    “On a nice alley. I have had to employ it occasionally.”
  


  
    “Fights?”
  


  
    “Women.”
  


  
    As they moved down the street, glancing out of the corner of their eyes at the two men, Ty continued, “When we first arrived here, I was new to many things, including the charms of the ladies.”
  


  
    “You don’t have ladies in Olasko?”
  


  
    “I had a mother in Olasko.”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “I understand.”
  


  
    They turned the corner. “My mother thinks I need to settle down. She’s…” His voice dropped. “My mother went through a great deal… well, let us leave it that she would be happier if I found some nice young woman and started a family.”
  


  
    “How does your father feel?” asked Hal as Ty pushed open the door to the tavern. He glanced up at the sign they passed beneath. It showed a painting of a man in fancy livery being chased by a large black dog which was nipping at his heels.
  


  
    “Father thinks I’ll get around to it in my own good time,” Ty answered. “He’s been through a lot as well, but it’s left him with a different perspective.” He opened his arms expansively. “Welcome to the Running Footman.”
  


  
    It was just what one would expect of a riverside tavern in a port town: crowded, filled with workers, sailors, river men, and no doubt thieves and cheats. “Not exactly the River House,” muttered Hal.
  


  
    “True, but for me that’s the charm, don’t you see?” Ty moved to the bar and shouted, “Babette! My love! Miss me?”
  


  
    The woman behind the bar was at least fifty years of age, possibly more, with sallow skin and a badly applied mask of rouge on her cheeks. She had darkened her eyes with kohl, or kajal as it was sometimes called, and wore the most impossibly red wig Hal had ever seen, including those worn by travelling players and clowns. She smiled. “Ty! You wound me with your absence.” Her voice was so gravelly that for a moment Hal wasn’t certain she wasn’t a man in some horrible mummery; but that might have been the result of the pipe that hung from her lips, or from its smoke, from the very pungent and strong tabac she preferred. “Who’s your friend?”
  


  
    “By name, Henry.”
  


  
    “Hal.” He extended his hand and she took it and gave the fingers a squeeze.
  


  
    “Pleasure.”
  


  
    “We’re thirsty,” said Ty, and Hal nodded.
  


  
    “Two blacks!” she shouted and a young man behind her grabbed two large porcelain mugs and filled them with a very dark brew. He brought them forward and Ty slapped a silver coin down. “Let me know when that’s used up.”
  


  
    He led Hal to a waist-high shelf against the far wall where they could place their drinks and stand, for there were no empty seats at any table. Hal took his first drink and was greeted by a thick, frothy mouthful unlike anything he had tasted before. It was nutty and slightly bitter, yet it had a lingering sweetness. “This is remarkable,” he said. “What is it?”
  


  
    “Porter,” answered Ty. “It’s been brewed for years for the porters who work up and down the docks and river. It’s unique to Roldem, and what we have here is an example of the best; Black Beauty it’s called.” Lowering his voice he said, “Just sip it. It’s OK to look drunk, just don’t get drunk.”
  


  
    Hal nodded. “How long?”
  


  
    Ty knew what he meant. “If they don’t come in after us…? Maybe an hour, then we leave out the back. If they’re watching the front and waiting for us, we’ll skulk around the corner and see them before they see us.”
  


  
    “What if they’re watching the back?”
  


  
    Ty grinned. “I guess we’ll see them at the same time they see us.”
  


  
    “Tell me about Olasko.” The two young men had been constant companions for nearly a month since word of the possibility of war had come, and had got to know each other well enough for Hal to count Ty a friend. Yet there was much about him that remained a mystery.
  


  
    “Not much to tell, really,” said Ty. “The original settlers were colonists from Roldem, so the language is much the same, save for an odd word here, or a strange accent there. It’s not much of a task to learn the difference quickly. Among the Eastern Kingdoms it was very influential, as the last ruler before the present Duke Varian, a man named Kaspar, was very powerful and held sway. But that was a long time ago.” He sighed and his face became a mask for a moment, and suddenly he looked a great deal older. Then his smile returned and he said, “But the mountains are magnificent and the hunting remarkable.”
  


  
    Hal said, “I should like to see it, and to go hunting.”
  


  
    “Then we shall do so, once this current madness is resolved. What of Crydee? How’s the hunting there?”
  


  
    “Very good. It’s mainly forested land from the foothills and up into the Grey Tower Mountains. We have boars that stand man-high at the shoulder.”
  


  
    “Certainly not!”
  


  
    “We do! The forest boars are big, fast, and mean. You need a boar spear ten feet long with a steel head and bolted cross below it or they’ll run right up the shaft and gore you while you wait for them to die! We have brown bears and lions, though they’ve almost been hunted out, and plenty of wolves and deer, stag, and elk.” He shrugged. “And the occasional wyvern.”
  


  
    “Wyvern?” said Ty, looking askance. “I bought the boar, but a wyvern? Dragon-kin?”
  


  
    “So they say, though that’s like saying one of those little dogs the ladies at court carry around is wolf-kin.”
  


  
    “You’ve seen one?”
  


  
    “Ha! My father has the head of one down in the basement. It used to hang in the trophy hall, but Mother made him take it down. Said it disgusted her.” He grinned. “It was pretty disgusting, really. All droopy eyes and fangs, and the man who mounted the head for great-grandfather managed to make a botch of the ears, so they sort of went this way—” he made a gesture with two fingers one pointing up and the other one pointing to the side.
  


  
    “Ladies?”
  


  
    It was Hal’s turn to laugh. “Nothing like you have here, that’s for certain.”
  


  
    “There’s nothing like the ladies of Roldem anywhere,” said Ty. “Men who hold riches, power, and rank, it’s a lodestone for beauties of all ranks, noble and common. Now, the ladies of Crydee?”
  


  
    “Few,” said Hal with a shrug, “if you mean ladies of noble birth.”
  


  
    “Girls, then,” said Ty impatiently.
  


  
    “A few worth spending time with.” His expression grew wry. “Remember that problem you have in Olasko?”
  


  
    “Mother?”
  


  
    “I have one too, in Crydee.” He sighed theatrically. “And she knows everyone, and I do mean everyone in the town. She cares for the ill and makes sure anyone who’s fallen on hard times has food, and takes charge of all shopping for the Duke’s household…”
  


  
    “So, gossip?”
  


  
    “Yes. There was one girl, a miller’s daughter, who caught my eye and I swear my mother had me in her room, bending my ear about not using my rank to take advantage… I was thirteen! It was my first kiss!”
  


  
    Ty roared with laughter. “So, not a lot…?” he shrugged. “No, not a lot. A few, mostly when mother was away or I travelled, but nothing like here. In Crydee, I’m… well, I’m the Duke’s son, the next duke, so… it’s not like here.” He took a deep drink.
  


  
    “Easy,” Ty said.
  


  
    “One won’t hurt.”
  


  
    “But it’s never just one. Now, what do you mean, it’s not like here?”
  


  
    “Your father, is he noble?”
  


  
    “In a manner of speaking. He has a patent from the Isles, a knighthood in your part of the Kingdom, from around Ylith or Hawks Hollow, or somewhere. But we’ve lived in Olasko so long that it’s home.”
  


  
    “Well, there you have it,” said Hal. “You can’t swing a dead cat in Roldem without hitting a nobleman. So even if you’re nobility, you’re not that noble.” Ty fixed him with a mocking gaze. “You know what I mean. I mean if you carouse and end up in some tavern wench’s bed or she in yours, it’s only something of the moment. If I do it, I’m the Duke’s son. In a day everyone in the town would be gossiping…”
  


  
    “And your mother would find out.”
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed Hal.
  


  
    “Sympathies, my friend,” said Ty, feigning a sip at his drink. With a quick glance he looked to see if anyone was watching, and seeing no eyes upon them, he spilled some of his drink on the straw-covered floor.
  


  
    “Besides, there’s Bethany.”
  


  
    “Who’s Bethany?”
  


  
    “The daughter of Lord Robert, Earl of Carse and vassal to my father. Everyone expects us to wed.” He sighed.
  


  
    “Not pretty?”
  


  
    “On the contrary. She’s… quite beautiful. Bright, funny, and can shoot a bow better than anyone in the entire duchy, save perhaps for my brother Brendan. Not counting elves, of course.”
  


  
    “Of course, not counting elves.” Ty rolled his eyes. Like most Easterners, he found tales of elves, dwarves, goblins, and trolls problematic, bordering on myth and lore.
  


  
    Hal went on, “She’s probably one of the more attractive girls in the duchy, it’s just…”
  


  
    “What? You don’t like her?”
  


  
    “I like her well enough, but I’m not in love with her.”
  


  
    “Love?” Ty looked genuinely surprised. “You’re a duke’s son. You’ll marry for political reasons, Hal. Love has nothing to do with it.”
  


  
    “It’s different out west,” said Hal. “The King hardly cares who we wed, so…” He fell silent. Then he said, “Beth is like my sister. I’ve known her since she was born. She’s the same age as my brother Martin. We used to splash around in the same bath, all three of us.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m certain it will be fine. At least it’s not like marrying a stranger, like some of these lot do.” His gesture indicated the royal part of the island, so Hal knew he was speaking of Roldemish nobility.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Hal. “If I must, I must, and probably I can’t do better than Beth, and certainly I could do worse. But…”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “It’s my brother Martin.”
  


  
    “What about him?”
  


  
    Hal smiled a rueful smile. “He’s in love with her.”
  


  
    “He’s told you?”
  


  
    “No, actually, I think he’s too stupid to admit it to himself, but there’s been something going on between them for the last few years.” He shrugged. “Even that would be less of a problem, for Martin’s as reliable and loyal as you could want a brother to be, but…”
  


  
    “What?” prodded Ty, now very interested.
  


  
    “I think Beth loves him back.”
  


  
    “Oh,” said Ty, nodding. “A brother who’s loyal being in love with your wife is one thing, but your wife being in love with your brother…”
  


  
    Just as Hal was about to reply, his eyes widened.
  


  
    Ty glanced over his shoulder to see two men entering the tavern. One was a red-bearded fellow in a grey jacket with a sailor’s cutlass at his side, and the other was black-haired with a dark green waistcoat and two long dirks in his belt. They were not the same men who had been watching them, but Hal noticed they took a good look around the room, their gaze lingering for just the briefest moment on Hal and Ty before they moved toward the bar.
  


  
    Looking down at his porter, Ty asked, “Did you—?”
  


  
    “I saw,” answered Hal. “They recognized us.”
  


  
    “Follow me.”
  


  
    Ty moved with purpose but not with haste toward the bar and through a door to the right. “They’ll think we’re going to the jakes to relieve ourselves, but that will be good for less than five minutes.”
  


  
    From the smell of sour beer and human waste emanating from the corridor, Hal had no doubt they were approaching the jakes, but at the end of the hall there were two doors, and Ty pushed open the rear door, then pulled Hal into the one on the side. It was a large closet containing a bucket, dirty mop, two straw brooms, and barely enough additional room to accommodate both of them.
  


  
    “Be silent,” whispered Ty. He kept his hand on the latch and peered through a tiny crack between the door and the jamb.
  


  
    Five or so minutes passed, then Hal heard the sound of men passing, then running out of the back door. Ty waited for a moment, then said, “Half the wall next to the jakes is down, so it’s no task to jump over the stonework and get out into the alley. They are no doubt running around back there looking for us, so we shall go out the front.”
  


  
    They hurried out of the hall, through the main room, and left without anyone taking notice. Outside, they turned back towards the River House and Ty said, “I think that was enough adventure for the day.”
  


  
    Hal was about to reply when the first two men they had seen watching them stepped out of a nearby doorway, weapons drawn.
  


  
    “Or then again, perhaps not,” said Ty drawing his own sword.
  


  
    Hall drew his weapon and stepped to the right, giving himself a little room next to his companion. The street had solid shop fronts on one side, and the river on the other, so the two men would be forced to come straight at them. Both young swordsmen relaxed and stood ready. Softly Ty said, “You think these two didn’t hear about the Masters’ Court?”
  


  
    As the two men suddenly charged, Hal answered, “I don’t think they care.” He knew from experience there was a profound difference between formal duelling and combat.
  


  
    Ty discovered that in the first instant, when he attempted to beat aside his opponent’s blade and discovered it was a feint not to gain blade position but so that he could bring up a short knife in his left hand and drive it into Ty’s stomach. But Ty was fast enough to recognize the threat. Turning slightly, he let the man go by. “So, that’s how it’s going to be?” He kicked out and left the man sprawling.
  


  
    Hal knew he faced a brawler from the way the man made one lunge, then retreated into a crouch. Suddenly he realized something. The other two men would be back. “We’d best kill them swiftly and be on our way.”
  


  
    “I know,” said Ty. He watched as his man made the fatal mistake of trying to turn while still on the ground and as he stood up he impaled himself on the tip of Ty’s sword.
  


  
    Ty turned to see Hal’s opponent backing away. His eyes widened, and Ty turned around and saw the two men who had run out of the tavern appear, coming from the other direction at a run. Ty crouched as the two men came close.
  


  
    But rather than attack, the two men slowed and approached with their palms upraised. “Wait!” shouted one, the red-bearded man.
  


  
    “Why?” demanded Ty, standing over the body of the man he had just killed.
  


  
    “That,” said the second man, pointing behind Ty.
  


  
    “Hal, what does he mean by ‘that’?” asked Ty, not taking his eyes off the two men from the tavern.
  


  
    “Look,” said Hal. From the other end of the street a half dozen men were coming at a run.
  


  
    “Come with us,” said the red-bearded man.
  


  
    “How do we know we can trust you?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “You think you can trust that lot?” replied the man, pointing again.
  


  
    Ty looked once more and saw the men who were approaching had their weapons drawn.
  


  
    “Fair enough!” shouted Hal, lashing out with a sudden move that took his close opponent across the ribs. It was not a killing blow but would slow the man down enough to stop him joining in the hunt.
  


  
    They took off on a mad dash and the red-bearded man motioned for them to turn a corner and race towards the harbour. Hal glanced over his shoulder and saw the men behind them now numbered a full dozen, all looking ready for blood.
  


  
    Normally the crowded streets of Roldem’s river and harbour district would have been a hindrance, but because business had fallen off, the docks were as empty as if it had been a temple holy day. They charged through one big square, down another street and came to the docks. The red-bearded man turned right and the other three followed. At the end of the docks a ship was tied up and before the gangplank stood a dozen armed men.
  


  
    Ty began to slow, but the dark-haired man shouted, “It’s all right. Come on!”
  


  
    The men in front of the gangway parted and the four of them ran up to the deck of the ship. They looked back just in time to see the dozen men run up to the men gathered before the ship. They slowed just out of reach and hesitated.
  


  
    Ty said, “If they attack do we go back down?”
  


  
    “They won’t attack,” said the red-bearded man.
  


  
    “Why?” asked Hal. “That’s why,” said his companion, pointing to the far end of the dock.
  


  
    Where the dozen pursuers had turned, there now came a squad of men in the uniform of the Roldem city guard. Steel helmets gleamed in the day’s sun and half of them carried pikes.
  


  
    The leader of the pursuers saw them coming, shouted an order and they broke into a run and dashed down an alley, away from the docks.
  


  
    The leader of the watch came to stand before the dock workers and demanded, “What’s all this, then? Got a dead man back around the corner and saw a bunch of men dashing this way.”
  


  
    One of the dock men said, “Jumped one of our lads in the alley and a fight broke out. We came and got them then they got their friends, then they came here, and tried to fetch our lads.”
  


  
    The watch leader looked dubious then he glanced over and saw which ship he was standing by. “Oh, this is…?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the dock man. “I think it was a ruse to get aboard.”
  


  
    “Well, we can’t have that,” the watch commander said. “They’re long gone, no doubt, but we’ll have a look after them and see if we can find anything.” His attitude suggested he wouldn’t look very hard and expected to find nothing. With a wave he gestured for his company to follow and he set off along the alley down which the other gang had fled.
  


  
    “Well, that’s done,” said the red-bearded man. He turned to Ty and Hal. “Follow me, please.”
  


  
    Seeing no alternative, they did and he led them through a door to a cabin at the rear of the ship.
  


  
    In the room they found two people waiting, a young man in naval uniform and a beautiful young woman. She smiled and said, “There you are.”
  


  
    “Ma’am,” said Hal, and Ty touched his forelock in salute.
  


  
    She sighed theatrically. “I am Lady Franciezka Sorboz, a loyal servant to His Majesty the King.”
  


  
    “And I am Albér,” said the young officer. “We met at—”
  


  
    “You’re the Prince!” blurted Ty. “Highness…” He bowed.
  


  
    Hal followed suit. “Your highness.”
  


  
    The young man grinned. “Here I am Captain, not Prince.”
  


  
    “This is your ship, High— Captain?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Yes.” He motioned for the two men to sit opposite Franciezka on a padded seat in front of the large stern windows. Even though these were the captain’s quarters, there wasn’t a lot of room.
  


  
    “We were content merely to watch over you from a distance,” said Lady Franciezka, “until you so foolishly decided to go out brawling.”
  


  
    “Actually, my lady,” said Ty, “he decided to go out. I went after him to ensure he was safe, and the brawling was not our idea. It just sort of happened.”
  


  
    “It’s been a month,” said Hal, as if that explained everything. “So, were those Keshians? They didn’t look like Keshians.”
  


  
    “Those were common thugs, though I suspect at least one among them may have been a trained assassin,” said Lady Franciezka. “You would both have been found dead, or you dead, Prince Henry, and you wounded, young Hawkins, and the story would be that it was a dockside brawl among many men, and the witnesses would have conflicting stories. Create enough confusion and the truth is hidden.”
  


  
    “And while the city watch was sorting things out,” added Prince Albér, “my father would have the difficult task of informing King Gregory that a distant cousin of his was killed in a brawl.”
  


  
    Hal realized something. “You didn’t answer me. They were Kesh’s agents, right?”
  


  
    “No,” said Lady Franciezka. “Despite the fleet looming off the harbour mouth, we’re actually on good terms with Kesh these days, at least relative to what the Kingdom of the Isles is dealing with; no, we have sure knowledge those weren’t Keshian agents trying to kill you.”
  


  
    “Who then?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “That’s the question, isn’t it?” said Albér.
  


  
    “Yes. It wasn’t Kesh and it certainly wasn’t Roldem,” offered Lady Franciezka. “That means there’s another, unknown, player taking a hand.”
  


  



  • Chapter Sixteen •


  


  Revelations


  


  



  
    Amirantha tensed.
  


  
    He waited to see if anything went awry as Gulamendis completed his preliminary enchanting. The two had spent most of his visit determining a means of investigating the demon realm without actually exposing themselves to an attack from there.
  


  
    “I think I’m ready,” said the elven Demon Master.
  


  
    “I’d be calmer if you had not said ‘think.’”
  


  
    Gulamendis glanced at his friend and then gave him what passed for an amused smile; Amirantha had come to appreciate the subtleties of elven expression over the two and a half weeks he had been the Demon Master’s guest. He’d also come to appreciate his people more, though the experience was leaving him with mixed feelings.
  


  
    Amirantha nodded once, and Gulamendis began his final summoning.
  


  
    The warlock waited for the tell-tale bristle of energies that signalled the breach of the barriers between the mortal realm and the demon realm. Gulamendis finished his preparations.
  


  
    Nothing happened.
  


  
    “Well, that was disappointing,” said the elf.
  


  
    “What did you feel?”
  


  
    “Nothing.” He looked at his human friend. “Just, nothing. It was as if there was no one on the other side, no demon present.”
  


  
    “Odd,” said Amirantha.
  


  
    Gulamendis and he were standing in the middle of a large empty room, slated to be a storage area in the future, but presently unused. They had been given permission by Tanderae, the Loremaster and highest ranking member of the Regent’s Meet that was not hostile to them to use it, and had taken almost three days in preparing wards against an accidental summoning. The wards were strong enough in Amirantha’s judgment to hold anything this side of a demon prince in thrall should one come through, and the intent was not to reach through and bring over a demon but simply control a demon in the other realm long enough to speak to it. Had it gone as designed, they’d have seen the image of the demon standing in the centre of the ward and would have been able to communicate with it.
  


  
    It had been Amirantha’s idea for a while that somehow they should be able to see across the barrier into the demon kingdoms, but it had taken a long discussion with Gulamendis and his brother, Laromendis the Conjurer, to come up with a workable plan.
  


  
    Amirantha had got the idea from two different things told to him, first by those in the Conclave of Jim Dasher’s original encounter with the demon cult serving Dahun, and the summoning of the image before the mass slaughter overseen by the mad magician Belasco. Then he had taken what Laromendis had told him of portals of scrying, “rift windows” as Amirantha thought of them, rifts you could look through, but not pass through.
  


  
    Why not combine the two? They had been working on the theory, and more than once Gulamendis had regretted his brother’s absence. The conjurer was again in Elvandar, one of those detailed by Tanderae to be an envoy to the Elf Queen’s court. Amirantha knew some sort of Star Elf politics was at play, but the details were lost on him. He shook his head. “Well, I remember a story once where a smith forgot to use one last nail on a horse’s shoe, and the shoe came off at the worst time and the horse went lame, and the rider of the horse was tossed and killed, and failed to deliver a message which kept a king from riding into a trap and his kingdom fell when he was killed. So a kingdom was lost, all for the want of a nail.”
  


  
    “So what nail did we overlook?”
  


  
    Amirantha waved his hand at a pile of parchments they had written furiously on over the last few days. “We start again.” Then he realized how tired he felt and said, “But perhaps tomorrow? Right now I could use a flagon of what passes for wine here.”
  


  
    The taredhel did not ferment grapes, but had devised a very potent drink from berries. It was called leorwin and Amirantha was developing a taste for it. Or at least for its intoxicating effect.
  


  
    “Agreed,” said Gulamendis. “We’ll resume work tomorrow; tonight wine.”
  


  
    They left the room after extinguishing the lanterns. As they walked away a glowing wisp of vapour formed in the centre of the ornate diagram on the floor. It coalesced into a shimmering oval through which a shape could be seen. The shape stopped moving, as if sensing something. It turned as if seeking the source of the sensation, then approached the window and leaned forward, reaching out. Two burning red eyes resolved themselves in a massive face as it grew closer. Then the mist vanished.
  


  
    Amirantha saw the Lord Regent and most of the members of the Regent’s Meet hurrying towards the massive hall used by the Star Elves as their nexus of portals. Gulamendis said, “From the expression on his face, the Lord Regent is not in a mood to be social. Let’s just— keep going—”
  


  
    Unfortunately, the Lord Regent spotted them and waved them over. “I’ve been summoned by the Loremaster to the Portals, something to do with demons, he thinks. You two attend me.”
  


  
    Saying nothing, the two Demon Masters fell in behind the group. Amirantha glanced at Gulamendis, clear in his eyes the silent thought, What now?
  


  
    The party mounted the broad stairs leading up to the huge building used to house all portals for the taredhel. They entered and found several elves scurrying about, or as close to scurrying as Amirantha had seen them. A lithe and graceful race, the taredhel always seemed to move with elegance and precision even when hurrying.
  


  
    Tanderae, Loremaster of the Clans of the Seven Stars, was supervising a pair of galasmancers, those magicians responsible for creating portals, or rifts as humans called them.
  


  
    The Lord Regent stopped a few feet away, his face an unreadable mask. “Yes?” he said in a tone that made it clear he was not pleased to have been summoned. Standing to his right and slightly behind him stood Kumal, Warleader of the Clans of the Seven Stars, and his expression mirrored his master’s displeasure. Both were dressed in robes of state, deep purple with sleeves trimmed in yellow-orange, every seam finished with silver thread. Gold frogs and loops gathered the robes in front. The Warleader’s robe was sleeveless and open at the front, revealing his silver breastplate. He bore gold pauldrons on his shoulders with matching gold bracers on his wrists.
  


  
    “Why was I summoned?” demanded the Lord Regent.
  


  
    Tanderae said, “Sire, we have been sending scrying probes through the gates to our old homes, to see if the demons still hunt us. We began to experience difficulties doing so on the world Baladan. Something prevented us from keeping a clear portal long enough to send our scrying probe through, and we have just located the source of that disruption to our explorations.”
  


  
    “For this you practically command me to leave the Regent’s Meet and rush here?” Looking pointedly at the Loremaster, he said, “A meeting from which you were not excused, Tanderae.” His glance took note of the Loremaster’s less formal attire, a simple dark blue robe and woven sandals. The only mark of his office was a silver brooch over his heart.
  


  
    Tanderae bowed slightly. “This is why I was not at the Meet, Lord Regent, and why I sent for you despite knowing you were occupied with other vital matters. This really cannot wait.”
  


  
    The senior galasmancers looked caught between regret at the summons and excitement over their find. Both knew the Lord Regent was quick to anger and slow to forgive, and it was often a task to know which mood would be upon him when bringing him news he did not wish to hear.
  


  
    Tanderae ignored his lord’s building displeasure and pointed to the frame that would generate a portal. Glancing to the elf next to him, he nodded.
  


  
    Nicosia, the Chief Galasmancer said, “My lord, our problems were not due to any failing on our part. Rather, the difficulties are because someone or something is trying to follow our last flight from Andcardia to… here.”
  


  
    Suddenly the Lord Regent’s anger vanished and he became attentive, all hint of impatience gone. “You did well to summon me.”
  


  
    He glanced at the portal and saw four Sentinels in full battle array. Despite their ceremonial appearance— spotless purple-trimmed yellow tunics and clean white-lacquered steel breastplates and helmets— these were battle-hardened warriors, and the armour had endured its share of dents, scrapes and bloodstains before being repaired and donned again. The Lord Regent nodded his respects, knowing that their presence indicated that the galasmancers had never lost sight of the dangers of opening portals to unknown worlds. One never knew what might come through if the portal was not fashioned properly. In theory, they were one-way devices, but brutal experience had taught them that wasn’t always the case. The Lord Regent vaguely recalled one report claiming that the human magician Pug knew more about these things, a fact he found difficult to accept.
  


  
    “Now,” said the Lord Regent. “Explain.”
  


  
    Nicosia bowed. “My lord, the demons were able to follow us from the Hub World to Andcardia because we lingered too long in destroying all links between those worlds. It was a flaw in our design that what the humans call our ‘rifts’ were allowed to be traced from the Hub, allowing the demons to fashion their own portals as we were destroying ours. We are certain we destroyed all links between here and Andcardia in a timely fashion. We have had no hint of demon pursuit since we arrived here.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent was always pleased to hear that. They had returned to Home more than ten years ago and still he worried about the Demon Legion.
  


  
    “But that doesn’t mean they’re not out looking for us,” said the Warleader, his face set in an expression that could only be called contained rage. He had been first in the battle and had borne the responsibility for the loss of countless warriors of the Clans of the Seven Stars and it weighed heavily on him, even years after the conflict.
  


  
    “Exactly,” said Nicosia. He looked at Gulamendis and said, “Your demon-summoner can probably better serve you as to describing their abilities, but we are not aware of any demon possessing sufficient magical abilities to construct a portal, or even exploit an existing one unless it is left open for use.”
  


  
    All eyes turned to Gulamendis who glanced at Amirantha. Seeing no help coming from the mute human, the elf said, “My lord, there is far more we don’t know about demons than we do.” He found himself bordering on falling into one of his favourite rants as to why that was: because those endeavouring to learn about demons were hunted down and persecuted under this Lord Regent’s command, and the Circle of Light, the only body in taredhel society dedicated to knowledge for the sake of knowledge, had been obliterated. “We know some are magic-users, mostly battle-magic.”
  


  
    He glanced at Amirantha again, and this time the warlock gave him a slight nod of agreement.
  


  
    Gulamendis continued, “Since meeting Amirantha we’ve come to understand that the demon realm is a great deal more complex than we presumed.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent looked at the human warlock and it was clear he expected a comment from him.
  


  
    “My lord,” said Amirantha, bowing his head slightly. It wasn’t just that they were all taller by at least a head than he was, it was also that they were such cold, arrogant bastards: even the brothers, Gulamendis and Laromendis, were only less arrogant and more friendly in comparison to the rest. “Since first you arrived—”
  


  
    “Returned,” interrupted the Lord Regent.
  


  
    “…returned,” Amirantha amended, “Gulamendis and I have had the opportunity to compare our studies and discover more about the demons than either of us knew before. We believe we have only rudimentary knowledge of the demon realm. As Gulamendis says, it appears it is a far more complex and varied realm than we realized. We think now there may be different societies, some far more like those in our realm than we suspected. So, in short, there may be creatures we call ‘demons’ who may be intelligent enough and have the magic skills to open rift gates or even create new ones.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent looked as if something inside him had died. For all his faults, he passionately cared for his people. The idea of finally finding their ancestral home world, only to have to contend with the fear that once again the Clans of the Seven Stars might have to flee the Demon Legion, was devastating.
  


  
    Sensing an opportunity, Amirantha continued, “My Lord, it would be of immense benefit to all if we could uncover more about this terrible threat. Knowledge is the key.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent’s eyes narrowed. “What do you propose, human?”
  


  
    “Only that you allow Gulamendis to return with me for a time to my home island. There are other magicians, with different skills, who might be able to aid us in gaining more information on these demons.” Seeing the Lord Regent begin to frown, he added quickly, “More useful information, I should have said.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent glanced at the Warleader who barely moved, but Amirantha was beginning to learn to read the subtle expressions of the elves and suspected that the old warrior had just given his leader a shrug of uncertainty. Then the Lord Regent looked at his Loremaster.
  


  
    Tanderae said, “It cannot do any harm, my lord. While none live who are more gifted in constructing portals,” (which was probably not true, Amirantha thought, but now was not the time to digress on the topic of Pug’s knowledge of rifts compared to the Star Elves’) “the human magic-users are familiar with a great body of magical knowledge that has been for a time outside our areas of interest.”
  


  
    Both Gulamendis and Amirantha knew that for an elf, that was a dangerous statement, for implicit in it was that the reason the areas of magic study among the Taredhel were narrow was the Regent’s Meet’s obliteration of the Circle of Light. Magicians who were not in direct service to the Regent’s Meet were seen as a threat.
  


  
    If the Lord Regent sensed the reference and the implied criticism, he ignored it. “Very well. Leave at once.”
  


  
    Dismissed, Amirantha and Gulamendis turned and left the great hall. Moving down the stairs, Amirantha said, “What just happened?”
  


  
    “Taredhel politics,” said Gulamendis. “All of which is not of the moment. Now I get to study that damn odd book and talk to some people who might know a little more than I do.” He actually smiled. “This is good.”
  


  
    This was as enthusiastic as Amirantha had ever seen him get.
  


  
    Once the two Demon Masters had departed, the Lord Regent turned to Tanderae. “Now, what have you discovered about our exploration and why it was balked?”
  


  
    The Loremaster indicated that the Chief Galasmancer should answer.
  


  
    “The problems we have had were intermittent,” said Nicosia, “and there seemed little consistency in how they were impacting our—”
  


  
    Holding up his hand, the Lord Regent said, “I do not need to know the… specifics. I need to know who interferes with our work. Is it demons?”
  


  
    “I think not,” said Nicosia. “The magic used to reach out to find us is… alien. It is nothing like the magic the demons use.”
  


  
    “Some of our lost brethren?” asked the Warleader with the slightest hint of hope in his voice.
  


  
    Tanderae said, “Probably not.”
  


  
    “We would recognize our own magic,” said Nicosia. “This is nothing we’ve encountered before. We know our own and demon portal-magic well, and I’ve studied some human craft, and would recognize that. This is… different.”
  


  
    “Then what do you propose?” asked the Lord Regent.
  


  
    “It was the human who just left who gave me the idea, Lord: we can open a scrying portal, one which cannot be passed through, but one which would allow us a glimpse of what was on the other side, a ‘window’ to use a metaphor.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent nodded. “I’m familiar with such. Laromendis the Conjurer used such to show me this world when he came back to Andcardia with word that he had found Home.”
  


  
    “Just so,” said Nicosia. “But the difference here is that it is more difficult to do with a portal we didn’t create. We are attempting to reach out and view the source of the interference, to see who reaches out to us.” There was a hint of pride in their achievement in his voice.
  


  
    “Then begin,” said the Lord Regent, obviously unimpressed. “I want to know who is seeking us so that we may plan how to deal with them.”
  


  
    The two galasmancers turned and quickly set about placing crystals in receptacles at the base of the portal device. As they did so, the four sentinels moved as if to make ready to intercept any intruder. They had heard Nicosia say that nothing could come through but old training overrode logic.
  


  
    The spell was quickly begun and a humming filled the air. Suddenly a grey void appeared within the confines of the two massive wooden poles that rose up from the portal device’s base, and then suddenly between them there was an oval of darkness.
  


  
    But there was nothing there.
  


  
    “What is that?” asked the Lord Regent. “Is it night there?”
  


  
    “In a cavern, perhaps? Or an underground vault? We have used such in the past,” suggested the Warleader.
  


  
    Takesh, the younger of the two galasmancers, moved towards the device and peered closely into the darkness. “I can see tiny hints of movement. Wherever this place is, there is almost no light—”
  


  
    Suddenly a shape loomed in the portal and two things were instantly evident. First, that it was nothing previously perceived by any elf in the portal room; and second, that it was a thing of baleful aspect.
  


  
    Size was impossible to judge as there was nothing else in the frame to lend it perspective, yet the Lord Regent and everyone else observing the creature sensed that it was large, even immense. It was a thing of black smoke and shadows, with a silhouette of roughly elf-like proportions, but massive of shoulder and arm.
  


  
    Everyone but Tanderae found themselves blinking as if somehow their vision was betraying them; as if the image was a trick of the light. As it neared, two malevolent red glowing eyes were revealed and it peered into the room. The creature was a thing of pain and hopelessness and it seemed, terrifyingly, to look deep into their souls. Then it leaned forward, revealing a crown of flames circling its head, shimmering crimson and orange, alight yet seeming to cast no illumination on the being’s features.
  


  
    “Can it see us?” asked the Lord Regent in almost a whisper.
  


  
    Tanderae acted and his sudden movement caused the sentinels to draw their silver blades and raise their golden triangular shields as if the thing might somehow step through the portal. The Loremaster pushed aside the two transfixed galasmancers and pulled a crystal from the base of the device, causing the image instantly to collapse in on itself.
  


  
    “What was that?” asked the Lord Regent.
  


  
    Tanderae was visibly shaken. “My Lord, if… I must speak with you alone.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked the Lord Regent.
  


  
    The Loremaster leaned forward so that his face was next to his master’s and whispered, “It is Forbidden.”
  


  
    “Leave us,” commanded the Lord Regent and the galasmancers and the Sentinels departed at once. He looked at the other ministers from the Meet and said, “You may go, too.” All left but Kumal, whom the Lord Regent permitted to remain with another subtle nod.
  


  
    Tanderae repeated, “What I know is from the Forbidden.”
  


  
    The Forbidden was the ancient lore, stemming from the time of indenture to the Dragon Lords, the Valheru, and it was denied to any but the Loremaster. Even as heir to the office and senior assistant, Tanderae was not allowed to see it. Upon achieving his office, prime among those charged with conserving the history and culture of the Taredhel, he had delved into the documents and tomes. He understood why much of what was contained within was denied the Taredhel, because it spoke of centuries of crushing slavery, with the edhel being chattels, with all that entailed: death, rape, endless labour and brutality. The Valheru were cruel and capricious and any reminder of that history had been subsumed into a vague “before” in the history taught to the citizenry, which focused on the rise of the Clans of the Seven Stars since they departed Midkemia for other worlds.
  


  
    “I remember what I read in the Forbidden as if I had studied it all my life. What I fear is that which is seeking us is far worse than the Demon Legion. What you beheld was a child of the void, a member of a race known as the Dread.”
  


  
    “The Dread?” asked Kumal.
  


  
    “A Dreadlord is a thing to make a Demon King tremble,” said Tanderae. “Even the Valheru feared them.”
  


  
    “Truly?” said the Lord Regent.
  


  
    “My lord, what I have learned from those humans, such as Amirantha, that I have come into contact with, who know anything about the time ‘before,’ is that that which is recorded in the Forbidden is true.
  


  
    “A single Dread is the equal of all but the most powerful demons we have encountered. A Master of the Dread would challenge a dozen of our best spell-casters and a score of Sentinels. A Dreadlord is a being who might challenge a great dragon or even the Valheru themselves…”
  


  
    “What else?” asked the Lord Regent, visibly shaken.
  


  
    “As little as we know of demons after our years of struggle, we know a wealth about them compared to what we know of the Dread. Almost no one who has confronted one has survived, and their realm is outside the normal concepts we have of all the various realms, but we do suspect that out there—” he waved vaguely at the now lifeless portal, “—there exist even more powerful creatures, perhaps even a Dread King.”
  


  
    The Lord Regent was speechless. He stood silently for more than a minute forming his thoughts. “Do you think he sensed or saw us?”
  


  
    “It is impossible to know. Something drew the creature to the other side of the portal. It may be that it emitted a sound, or some energy that the creature sensed, but that it saw us, knew who we were, or where we were, I think not.”
  


  
    Again the Lord Regent was silent; then he said, “We will stop all work on the portals now.”
  


  
    The Warleader nodded in agreement.
  


  
    To Tanderae the Lord Regent said, “Do what you must, but your task now is to seek out lore and knowledge about these creatures from whatever source you seek.”
  


  
    The Loremaster was thoughtful for a moment, then he said, “Then I must begin with Lord Tomas.”
  


  
    An expression of pure displeasure greeted that remark. The Lord Regent was still unhappy with his people’s reaction to Lord Tomas’s visit to E’bar when first the Taredhel had returned to Home, as they called Midkemia. It was a foundation of his beliefs that the Taredhel reject anything remotely related to their subservience to the Valheru, all that was recorded in the Forbidden. Yet ancient ties of blood were still strong. It had taken steel-willed self-control not to drop to his knees in Tomas’s presence. It was clear to anyone who had any insight into that first meeting or perspective on the two leaders that a conflict would be inevitable.
  


  
    Tanderae didn’t fear that; he had no love for this Lord Regent and despised his Meet for their jealousy and obliteration of the Circle of Light. As a historian, he revered knowledge and learning. No, he feared what that confrontation would do to the Taredhel.
  


  
    Finally, the Lord Regent said, “If you must, then go speak to him. But only you. I have concerns about this so-called Queen and her consort and their designs on us.”
  


  
    Saying nothing, the Loremaster of the Clans of the Seven Stars bowed slightly and withdrew, then turned and hurried away. He needed to catch up with Gulamendis and the human, for he knew now that certain things needed to be accomplished and that these things needed to be put in motion now.
  


  
    Then he realized that even now it might be too late.
  


  
    He fled through the night with the image of a black shape with burning red eyes haunting him.
  


  



  • Chapter Seventeen •


  


  Surrender


  


  



  
    Sandreena groaned in pain.
  


  
    She had been beaten, questioned, beaten again, drugged, and transported, to where she had no idea. She knew she was aboard a ship somewhere, deep in a dark, dirty, wet hold, chained to a wall. Something in the drugs she had been given had not only dulled her senses but seemed to deaden her ability to use some of the spiritual gifts her Order had given her.
  


  
    Unlike the priesthood of Dala, who used magic on a daily basis, the Sisters and Brothers of the Martial Order of the Shield of the Weak had rare access to the prayer-power given by the Goddess. Most of that magic was dependent on rites practised in the temples, or on artefacts given by the Order, as well as some magic that was inherent in the training for combat. In fact, most of her training was in combat-magic, useful when avoiding a crazed magician’s energy blast or in banishing a demon back to the demon realm, but fairly useless when it came to escaping from the hold of a ship.
  


  
    During her questioning, the topics had ranged from the obvious to the bizarre, and throughout she had endured the punishment and stuck to her original story: she was an itinerant Knight-Adamant of her Order, which was true, who happened into a situation in which she had perceived something of interest, again true, and had chosen to investigate, again true; but she neglected certain details and volunteered no additional information.
  


  
    Her captors seemed to know a fair bit about her, though, which corresponded with what the hired archer Ned had said when he mentioned they knew her name. She hadn’t been interrogated by the man in the robe who had ordered Ned’s killing, but by others who seemed content to ask her a series of questions that appeared unrelated, and beat her from time to time, seemingly irrespective of the answers she gave.
  


  
    One in particular, a reed-thin man with a hooked nose and a heavily pockmarked face which he tried to hide with a thick beard, seemed to take pleasure from causing her pain. She had known his type when she had been a whore in a brothel in Krondor, and fortunately her beauty had prevented her from their predations, because the owner of the brothel had wanted her undamaged. But she remembered the other girls who had returned from time with those men bleeding, bruised, and sometimes cut and scarred. Many of them escaped into drugs and a few took their own lives.
  


  
    She thanked Dala every day for Brother Mathias, the Knight-Adamant who had saved her and brought her to the path of the Goddess. Though on days such as today where she awoke chained to the stinking hull of a ship, with dirty bilge-water splashing up on her every time the ship struck a comber bow-on, in a hold which contained enough rats to populate a sewer in Krondor, she wasn’t sure how much thanks was appropriate.
  


  
    She had no sense of time. Even the passing of night and day was impossible to judge, since she was so far below in the ship that night and day were not distinguishable. She did know her own body well enough to realize she had been there for at least a week. She was trained to go without food for a long time, and had had to endure hunger before, and the way she felt now told her she had been at least three days since her last meal, a bowl of half-boiled millet and some salt pork.
  


  
    She was thirsty as well, and knew she had been given a cup of water some time the day before, but now she had to fight the urge to splash bilge-water up to her face and drink. There were spells used by the more gifted in her Order that could purify water, even it was said a few for the creation of food, though she had never met a Knight-Adamant who could achieve that. She wryly thought it would save so much time and coin if you could just whistle up a side of beef, some steaming potatoes, and a flagon of ale.
  


  
    She sighed and felt her head clear. She had been left un attended for a long period of time as far as she could tell; but at least she was more lucid than she had been when taken captive. She had ridden to the shore with her captives and then someone had struck her hard across the back of the head, and she had awoken in this hold, stripped of her arms and armour and chained to this wall. But at least this time she had not been raped and thrown off a cliff.
  


  
    She stretched and realized that her body didn’t hurt as much as it had the day before. She still had aches and sore spots all over her body, as well as raw wrists and ankles from the chafing of the chains. She sat back, extending her legs as far as the chains would allow, not too far. At least she could sit with knees bent and her back against the hull. She closed her eyes and turned her mind to a healing focus she had learned early in her training.
  


  
    Soon her body tingled and she felt energy coursing through her. She hadn’t felt like this since her last encounter with a healing sister of the Temple of Dala. She kept her eyes closed despite an urge to open them from surprise, and returned to her prayer, sinking into the feeling of wellness as she had been taught. It was a healing bath of the Goddess’s powers, and she let it wash over her and consume her. She felt pain slip away, felt the fear slip away, and finally felt contentment seep into every fibre of her being.
  


  
    At last even this feeling slipped away and she regarded her wrists. The chafing had vanished, and her skin was intact. What bruises she had been able to see in the faint light allowed into this room by the single lantern hanging at the rear of the hold seemed to have vanished as well.
  


  
    That was surprising.
  


  
    She was, though, a worshipful devotee of the Goddess and even if Dala had taken pity on her faithful servant and healed her, there were far more impressive miracles recorded by the temple. Sandreena had just never expected to be on the receiving end of even a little miracle. In fact, she often thought the Goddess’s main means of instructing her daughter were by pain, obstacles, and frustration.
  


  
    She sighed, feeling better than since her captivity, though she was still hungry enough to eat a hanging side of beef, raw. She stretched a little and found she was still weak and sore despite her healing magic. She sat back and thought about it. She knew she’d healed fast before, and she had survived a nearly lethal encounter with the Black Caps, thrown off a cliff onto rocks below in the surf. Up till now she had considered her survival a matter of luck. But perhaps it was more than luck. Perhaps it was the Goddess’s gift.
  


  
    She let out a long sigh. If only there was a spell to make shackles fall away. She was sure there was, but it was probably the province of the worshippers of Ban-ath, the God of Thieves.
  


  
    The hatchway above opened and a rope ladder was lowered. From the shaft of light she deduced it was somewhere near mid-day. The skinny, pockmarked man came down the rope ladder again, and Sandreena began a mild meditation in anticipation of another beating.
  


  
    Another man followed the first, the robed man she had encountered on the road where Ned was murdered, and behind him a third. Something different was about to happen and Sandreena readied herself for death, if that was the Goddess’s will. For one second she had an irrational urge to hit Amirantha one more time, and she let that go and the warlock’s image was replaced by an image of Grand Master Creegan. For a moment she was overwhelmed by a sudden sense of loss at the idea of never seeing him again. She forced herself to breathe slowly.
  


  
    The three men came to stand before her, and the third man, the one she’d never seen before, said, “Release her.”
  


  
    The pocked man produced a key and unlocked her shackles. The third man was portly, though she suspected there was muscle underneath the fat given how nimbly he had come down that ladder. He had a gravelly voice, and a nondescript face: round with brown eyes, a small nose, and a small mouth. He said to her, “Can you climb that ladder?”
  


  
    She stood up slowly, and found that her healing magic had given her enough strength not to stagger. “I can,” she said, her voice sounding hoarse in her own ears.
  


  
    “Come,” is all the man said. He turned towards the ladder. The other two men, the one who had questioned her and the one she had met on the road, stood one on each side, ready to respond if she tried anything. Realizing she was still too weak to fight effectively, she judged it best to come peacefully. Besides, she knew they had weapons secreted upon them and if she was to try for an escape, up on deck was better than here.
  


  
    She walked slowly to the rope ladder and climbed up. As she reached the hatch above, two rough-looking sailors hauled her out onto the deck. She blinked at the bright afternoon sun after all the time she had spent in the hold. She appeared to be on a ship anchored offshore, amid a fleet of other ships, all in the process of being unloaded. There was a seemingly endless traffic of boats rowing to and from the shore, where a throng waited to haul the cargo up onto the beach. There, a camel caravan waited. As her eyes adjusted to the light she decided she was somewhere in the Bitter Sea between Ranom and Durbin. There was no other sea coast on Triagia that she knew of with blowing dunes and she seriously doubted she had been at sea long enough to be anchored off the coast of Novindus or Wiñet.
  


  
    Twenty armed men were arrayed in a circle around her and another dozen sailors were scattered through the rigging watching. The majority of them wore some sort of black headgear: hats, kepis, berets, or flop hats. She was certain she was in the hands of the Black Caps.
  


  
    The third man said, “Come,” and moved towards the stern of the ship. He entered a cabin in the sterncastle with two armed guards posted outside the door. Inside there was a table with food and wine on it. “Eat,” he told her.
  


  
    She hesitated only for a moment, then sat down and began to tear at the roast duck. She sipped the wine and pushed it away. In her weakened condition she knew wine would quickly go to her head. She asked, “Can I have water?”
  


  
    He clapped his hands and one of the guards looked in, sword drawn and ready for trouble. “Bring water,” her host said and the guard disappeared. He was a hard looking man, despite his ample girth, perhaps forty or fifty years of age, but there was nothing about him that wasn’t dangerous. She’d seen his kind before, a stout man of jovial humour who could turn murderous in a moment and never lose his smile. He moved easily as a trained warrior might move. She saw scars, many of them, tiny ones on his hands that told of brawling and one on his neck where someone had almost taken his life. His eyes were dark as he studied her. His features were classic Keshian, but not Trueblood. He could pass for a man of the desert or any of the smaller cities around the Overn Deep. His accent was slight, as if he had travelled and spoke many languages.
  


  
    They sat in silence waiting until a minute later the guard appeared with a large pitcher of water and a mug. Sandreena ignored the mug and drank straight from the pitcher. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she had become chained in that hold.
  


  
    “The wine not to your liking?” asked her host.
  


  
    “I’m weak enough that two mouthfuls and I’ll be drunk,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    He chuckled. “I’ve always admired one thing about all the martial Orders, no matter which god or goddess they serve: no matter the circumstance, you’re always ready to give up your life for a higher cause, and to ensure you’re able to do that, you remain sober.”
  


  
    “I’ve had my drunken nights,” said Sandreena. She could feel strength returning to her as she wolfed down the food.
  


  
    “No doubt,” said the man. He waited until she slowed her eating, then said, “To business. I have a proposition.”
  


  
    She put down the bowl of potatoes she had been devouring. “Yes?”
  


  
    He sat back and looked at her. “I believe we have some common interests.”
  


  
    Her eyes widened. “Go on.”
  


  
    “Do you know who we are?”
  


  
    She paused, then said, “I believe you to be part of an organization called the Black Caps by the people who live near the Peaks of the Quor.”
  


  
    “As good a name as any.” He gazed out of the window, then said, “We are what is left of a very large organization that has been reduced to what you see here, a small band of desperate men and women. Let me indulge myself in a short history, if I may.
  


  
    “Three hundred years ago, a baker by the name of Shamo Kabek resided in a small town a day’s wagon ride from the City of Great Kesh. He and his two sons were plagued by a tax collector who had designs upon Shamo’s young wife. Despite appeals to all and sundry, the tax collector continued to make unwelcome advances. One day returning from the mill with his week’s flour, Shamo found the tax collector had assaulted his woman, in front of two very small and frightened boys.”
  


  
    Sandreena frowned; this story was designed to appeal to a member of her Order, she knew, but what did it have to do with her current situation?
  


  
    “Shamo confronted the tax collector. He was Keshian Trueblood, Shamo was not. Shamo assaulted the man and was sentenced to carry out hard labour for twenty years.
  


  
    “As is common in such circumstances, he never lived long enough to regain his freedom, dying in a mining accident six years later. But he left behind two very angry little boys.” The man paused and poured himself a flagon of wine. “When they were little more than boys, the two slipped into the tax collector’s house and cut his throat while he slept. Apparently someone else in the household awoke, for the next morning a city watchman found everyone in the house dead. The boys had been fast, efficient, and merciless. The tax collector’s wife, daughter, small son and three servants all paid the ultimate price for the tax collector’s uncontrollable lust.
  


  
    “Thus were the Nighthawks born.”
  


  
    “True?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “True enough. There may be an embellishment or two. The boys may have ambushed the tax collector on the road and hit him over the head with a rock for all I know. But that is what we are taught when we pledge to the Brotherhood of Assassins.”
  


  
    “You’re Nighthawks?”
  


  
    “Nighthawks, yes. Black Caps as well. And we have several other names as well when it suits us. I am Nazir and my title is Grand Master, much as your Creegan is in your order.”
  


  
    “Rumour is you were wiped out some years back in northern Kesh.”
  


  
    “A rumour that suited our purposes.” He sighed. “We were for nearly two hundred years a very small organization. While it may seem a great many people in the world need killing, in fact there are far fewer than you might think; and even more to the point, there are even fewer who are willing to pay for the service. But there are always enough that a handful of trained killers can make a decent living. For years we traded on our reputation and made a good living. When we were not out plying our trade, we lived in a small town in the North of Kesh, the name I will not share in case this discussion does not bear fruit. We had families; we trained our sons, and our daughters were permitted only to marry those young men we brought into the Brotherhood.
  


  
    “A hundred years ago that changed.” He sighed as if it were a personal memory he was recounting, instead of lore. “What do you know of the Pantathians?”
  


  
    Sandreena paused. She had eaten too fast and her stomach was starting to object. She sat back. “Little. A race of serpent men, had something to do with the Great Uprising of the Dark Brotherhood, something like that?”
  


  
    “Something like that,” he said dryly. Sandreena could sense that something in this man was profoundly tired, almost defeated. He continued to look out of the window as he said, “They are an interesting people.”
  


  
    “Are? I was told they had been obliterated.”
  


  
    “Yes, you would hear that.” He turned to face her. “The Pantathians were a created race, raised up from snakes by a being named Alma-Lodaka, of a race called in their tongue the Valheru. Our lore speaks of them as the Dragon Lords.”
  


  
    Now he had her full attention, her meal forgotten. “Few know about these things.”
  


  
    “In the common population, yes,” agreed Nazir. “But as in all such organizations, the Brotherhood of Assassins has a strong dedication to tradition.” He sighed. “But that tradition was subverted, distorted, and eventually used to enslave us, as we became a cult of demon worshippers.”
  


  
    “Dahun,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Nazir with a smile. “You were there, when the gate was destroyed by the magician Pug and his… what do they call themselves? The Conclave? It is no matter. Many of us died, but there were others there as well.”
  


  
    “What does this have to do with the Pantathians?”
  


  
    “I’ll return to that in a moment. Those you call the Black Caps are those in the Brotherhood who eventually rejected the demon worship and tried to return to our old traditions.”
  


  
    “Tried?”
  


  
    “Demons and their servants do not brook betrayal with grace. We were not permitted to withdraw quietly from their company, and many of our brotherhood were true believers. In short, we became less trusted, less privy to the inner workings of Dahun’s servants’ plans, and we were watched. Moreover, we were forced to take into our ranks mercenaries with no bond to us whatever. In short, it was an unhappy circumstance.”
  


  
    “Not to sound indifferent to all this, but why is it of any import to me?”
  


  
    “Despite your belief in your goddess and her plan for you, I assume you would prefer to live, rather than the alternative?”
  


  
    “A fair assumption,” said Sandreena. Between her unexpected healing magic and this meal, she felt ready to fight again if the need arose.
  


  
    “Then imagine how it was for those of us in the family to realize when we were children that our parents had bound us to serve a demon with our lives if need be. We were promised chieftaincies, eternal life, and…” He waved his hand. “The usual demented nonsense.”
  


  
    She said nothing.
  


  
    “Over the years, there were those of us who recognized in each other that same sense that we were trapped in madness. A group of us managed over time to create a separate brotherhood within the larger one, a brotherhood dedicated to one thing: survival.”
  


  
    “Why not just leave?”
  


  
    “Leave? Just walk away from our families and heritage?” He chuckled. “A few did, those whose temperament was ill suited to our trade and practices. Most were relegated to support roles, as cooks, menial labour, and tradesmen: useful in many ways, especially as eyes and ears throughout the Empire and Kingdoms.
  


  
    “But at our heart we are family; even after the influx of those not related by blood we still felt a kinship, because despite our differing reasons for being in the Brotherhood, by birth or recruitment, we swore an oath.”
  


  
    “To Dahun?”
  


  
    He shook his head. “Before Dahun. We swore an oath to one another.”
  


  
    “And those who tried to leave?”
  


  
    “Hunted down and executed.”
  


  
    “Hardly a familial act.”
  


  
    “Betrayal is the ultimate insult. And while you of the Shield of the Weak may be more kindly disposed towards those who elect to leave your ranks, not all templars are: the Hunters, the Arm of Vengeance? Those were the martial Orders of the temples of Guis-wa, the Red Jawed Hunter, and Kahooli, the God of Vengeance.”
  


  
    She shrugged. Martial Orders of the temples often had their differences, sometimes ending in bloodshed. In ages past her own order had been involved in a years-long armed struggle with the Brotherhood of The Hammer, servants of the God of War, Tith-Onanka. “What am I to do with all of this? Why haven’t you just hit me over the head and dropped me over the side?”
  


  
    “There’s use for you yet, Sister Sandreena.” He put his hands on the desk and stood up. “We have no wish to bring the temples down on us. Sparing you may gain us a slight advantage in the future. Chaos runs amok across the lands, and armies are on the march. We of the Brotherhood of Assassins not caught up in that madness seek less strife, not more. Moreover, even were we to find a tiny corner of the world in which to hide, a jot of land no one else wanted where we could reside in relative peace and comfort, it would be small consolation to us that we were the most peaceful, comfortable inhabitants of a world when it came to an end.”
  


  
    “End?”
  


  
    He sighed, sat back and held up a finger, “And that brings me back to the Pantathians and to why we need you alive, and to the ultimate point of all this: I know why Dahun was trying to come to this world.” He sighed. “And I need you, because there is something out there that terrified a Demon King, and we must eventually face it together.”
  


  



  • Chapter Eighteen •


  


  Evacuation


  


  



  
    Martin shouted his command.
  


  
    Every bowman on the walls fired down into the surging mass of Keshian soldiers storming the gate. For two days the gates had smouldered, as townsmen doused the back of them with water, slowing the burn, risking injury or death as the Keshians continued to hurl rocks at their target.
  


  
    The second night Sergeant Ruther had quipped there probably wasn’t a rock left on the beach a man could carry.
  


  
    When the gate gave way, it collapsed suddenly. Martin barely had time to order the retreat into the keep. The last three days had been unnerving. Martin had read histories of sieges, specific ally the previous siege of Crydee by the Tsurani, but they had lacked the great siege engines Kesh employed.
  


  
    He had also read about sieges of other cities and what their population endured. Crydee was not built for such a thing. The legendary siege of Deep Taunton until relieved by Guy du Bas-Tyra had lasted months. That population had been near starvation when the Keshians had fled.
  


  
    This siege would last perhaps two days longer, no more and possibly less. If the Keshians’ rams were big enough and durable enough they could be inside the keep before dawn tomorrow. If the defenders could fire a ram at each portcullis, the Keshians would be forced to withdraw, then clear away the debris and start again.
  


  
    But Martin knew he was only buying time. Time in which he hoped his father and the relief column would arrive.
  


  
    The Keshians were returning bow fire as best they could and Martin knew that once they climbed the stairs up the inside of the wall, most of the defenders’ height advantage would be lost. With no stonework to protect them from archers atop the keep, the Keshians would bring large shields and two well-trained men could crouch behind them, with their archer risking only a moment’s exposure to shoot at the defenders. The Keshians wouldn’t care how many defenders they killed, their purpose was to keep the bowmen from Crydee crouched behind their walls, heads down so the massive rams they brought were allowed to reach the outer portcullis of the barbican without those moving them taking too many casualties.
  


  
    The last remnants of the outer wall’s huge gates collapsed in a shower of char and sparks and the Keshians now flooded into the bailey. Sergeant Ruther said, “We’re going to run out of arrows before they run out of soldiers, sir.”
  


  
    “I know,” said Martin, exhausted from a week of little sleep, scant food, and worry. He had ordered the last of those in the outer bailey into the castle an hour ago and now they were locked in.
  


  
    The keep’s entrance was essentially an open box with double portcullises. Entering that box attackers would be staring at a stone wall, and beyond the second iron portcullis were two doors, on the right and left.
  


  
    Between the two portcullises was the “murder room.” It was there attackers would be caught between the two heavy metal gates while bowmen from above could fire down through archer’s slits. It would be in that thirty-five feet where the Keshians would lose the most men in the shortest amount of time if they tried to cross the space exposed to the archers and hot oil from above.
  


  
    Martin knew they wouldn’t. Their rams would have broad-tented roofs of wood and treated leather, slow to catch fire unless doused with the hottest flaming oil.
  


  
    Once the second portcullis was down, the Keshians would have to choose which of the two reinforced wooden doors to assault. Either or both could be blocked or defended depending on what the occupants decided was the best choice, and the attackers would be forced to pick one and hope they could get though it without massive losses in the murder room. It was the genius of the design that the defenders had half a chance to waste valuable minutes and lives assaulting the wrong door.
  


  
    Martin worried it would be long enough for his plan to work.
  


  
    Sensing the young man’s mood, the sergeant leaned forward and spoke so as not to be overheard despite the clamour all around. “You’ve done well, Martin. Given what you had to work with, your father couldn’t have done better. No man could.”
  


  
    Martin was silent for a moment, knowing that Ruther wasn’t just being kind. This was his first conflict against an organized force, but he had been a student of the Kingdom’s military history as well as much of Kesh’s, and he had known from the outset the best he could do was hold out for relief.
  


  
    And that relief would not arrive in time. Should his father come riding up at this moment, the best result the defenders could hope for would be a momentary withdrawal by the attackers, before a resumed offensive would once again jeopardize the keep. The simple truth was the battle was lost.
  


  
    He took another deep breath and said, “Sergeant, we cannot hold this position, as you well know. Father told me if victory eludes you, the next best choice is determining how you endure defeat.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “Let’s get organized. We’re taking this garrison out from under their noses tonight.”
  


  
    The old sergeant smiled. “We go into the forests, hit them from there?”
  


  
    “No, this coast is lost,” said Martin. “We have no reason to think that Robert has held Carse or Morris has held Tulan. Even if they still hold them now, they’ll be starved out within two months. They were no more prepared for this than we were.” He let out a long breath. “I’m sure Prince Edward will have more to worry about than relieving the Far Coast any time soon.”
  


  
    “Where to then, sir?”
  


  
    He put his hand on Ruther’s shoulder. “I want the wounded and escorts out tonight, first, and send them east, up into the mountains, towards the south-east fork road to the Free Cities.” The main road, a continuation of the King’s Highway, ran due east to Ylith, but there was a traders’ road that ran down to the nearest outpost of the Free Cities. “They’ll shelter the wounded. And the rest of us will hold for a while longer, then we’ll follow. Once away from here, we’ll take the straight road to Ylith.”
  


  
    “A desperate plan, sir,” said Ruther.
  


  
    “Is there any other kind in these circumstances?” asked Martin with a faint smile. Then he asked, “Lady Bethany?”
  


  
    “With the wounded, as always.”
  


  
    Martin shook his head at her stubborn defiance of his order to leave. He had only discovered she was still in the keep half a day after all the other women and children and the gravely wounded had departed.
  


  
    Down below, the battle was going exactly as he had expected with the Keshians setting up firing positions, their shields forming turtles, turned up towards the archers in the keep, preventing arrows from penetrating, though occasionally a shaft would find an exposed leg or foot and a man would go down, but for the most part the positions remained impervious to Crydee’s archers. Soon they’d have teams of two and four men working their way up the steps leading to the walls where more archers would start clearing the keep’s windows as best they could in anticipation of the assault on the entrance.
  


  
    “Stay here and maintain discipline,” said Martin. “I know the men are tired. If they move on the portcullis, send someone to get me.”
  


  
    “Sir,” said Ruther with a slight smile. The Duke’s second son had initially been overwhelmed by the responsibility of commanding the scant garrison but he had grown into the role by the day.
  


  
    He hurried downstairs and found Bethany boiling bandages in the kitchen. It was a time-honoured tradition that if bandages were boiled and left to air dry, wounds bound with them were less likely to fester and require a healing priest. The keep at Crydee had a chapel in which any member of the household could pray to any deity but there was no resident prelate. Old Father Taylor had died two years before and Martin’s father had been remiss in petitioning the Temple of Astalon in Krondor to send out another priest. There were shrines in the town, and travelling priests of several Orders visited, but healing by magic means was no closer than Carse under normal circumstances.
  


  
    Martin paused for a moment and watched Bethany. He had lost all anger at her defying his order to leave with their mothers and instead savoured both her beauty and her industry.
  


  
    Finally he took a breath and came over behind her. She sensed him and turned. “Could you grab that bundle of rags over there, for me, please?”
  


  
    He complied and when they were dumped into the pot he said, “How many of the wounded can travel without help?”
  


  
    “Not many. Those who can stand are still on the walls, some doing nothing more than showing the Keshians a face so they’ll think there are more defenders than there are.”
  


  
    “We’ll be evacuating the entire garrison after sundown. If a man is wounded but can help, I’ll send him to you.” His voice fell. “How many cannot be moved?”
  


  
    Grimly she said, “None. Those have already died. Some will have to be carried, but all can move.”
  


  
    Martin sighed. “I want you to leave with the wounded. The first group.”
  


  
    “Where are we bound?”
  


  
    “The Free Cities. The rest of us will go on to Yabon.”
  


  
    “You sent our mothers north to the elves.”
  


  
    “It is a safer destination… The elves would welcome our wounded and the woman and children, but as well as we’ve got on with them over the years, I have my doubts about them welcoming an army. Besides, I’ve got what’s left of Crydee’s garrison here, and most of us can still fight.” His voice lowered. “We just can’t fight here.”
  


  
    “You did the best you could,” she said and put her hand on his arm. Then she kissed him lightly. “You really did, Martin.”
  


  
    He tried to smile. “Still, it’s a bitter thing to lose your first battle.”
  


  
    She tried to look brave, but her eyes welled up with tears for his obvious pain. She grabbed him and hugged him. “You did do everything any man could do.” Then she kissed him hard on the neck, then added, “And I do love you so very much even if you are a humourless fool at times.”
  


  
    Despite his fatigue and black mood, he was forced to chuckle. “Humourless fool? Faith, lady, I am injured.”
  


  
    “Just your vanity,” she grinned. “I’ll start making the wounded ready.”
  


  
    “Good. If I can’t be back before the sergeant orders you out of the keep, stay well. I will find you when we are on the trail.”
  


  
    She nodded and went back to the boiling bandages. Using a large wooden spoon she began picking up the dripping linen and hanging it in front of the fire to dry.
  


  
    Martin did a quick inspection of the wounded himself, then hurried down to the basement and inspected the tunnel entrance. Two guards had been stationed in the sub-basement against the possibility of the Keshians finding the exit in the forest beyond and coming up through the tunnel. It was a faint chance if the entrance had been covered properly when the first group had left days earlier, but it was still a possibility.
  


  
    To one of the guards he said, “Go to the old tack room. You’ll find a dozen bales of straw. Get some men to carry them down here. And then find a pot in the kitchen. So big.” He made a circle with his hands showing something that would hold five or six quarts. “Fill it with lamp oil and bring it here.”
  


  
    “Sir,” said the guard and hurried off.
  


  
    Martin looked to the other guard and said, “How long have you been at this post?”
  


  
    “Can’t rightly say, sir.” The guard was barely a boy, younger than Brendan from his appearance, and his uniform was ill-fitting.
  


  
    Martin smiled. “I know every man in the garrison by sight. You’re not from the garrison.”
  


  
    “No, sir. Name’s Wilk. I’m the cobbler’s son. The sergeant said it would look better should the Keshians come if those of us bearing arms had uniforms on. Something about rules of war and the like.”
  


  
    Martin nodded. It was a nice-sounding story, but not true. Civilian or soldier alike, he had no doubt what end would greet anyone found bearing arms when the Keshians finally broke into the castle. Though, given the reputation of Kesh’s Dog Soldiers, he doubted that bearing arms would make much difference. Those found within would either be put to the sword or sold into slavery.
  


  
    Martin said, “I’ll see if I can get someone down to release you, Wilk. You should get a little rest. It’s going to be a long night.”
  


  
    He hurried back to the topmost vantage point and found the Keshians had established two firing positions opposite the barbican and were trying to drive defenders off the roof. Sergeant Ruther was crouched down behind a merlon and Martin waved for him to approach. The sergeant ran in a crouch and when he was safely inside Martin said, “We can’t wait. Start the wounded on their way and then organize the men. When the time comes I want everyone but your ten best archers to leave on my command and run to the tunnel.”
  


  
    “When will that be, sir?”
  


  
    “When the Keshians get a ram through the outer portcullis, or I give the order, whichever is first.”
  


  
    “Sir.”
  


  
    “One more thing,” said Martin. “Sir?”
  


  
    “If I don’t make it out, make sure you keep everyone together. Head east, and with fortune, you’ll encounter Father somewhere along the way. Report what was done here. If you don’t encounter him, send the wounded to the Free Cities with Lady Bethany, and take the garrison to Yabon.”
  


  
    “We’ll find your father, sir. You’ll tell him yourself.”
  


  
    “If, Sergeant.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    “Now, form a flying company to gather in the great hall, twenty of your best men with short swords and knives, for close-in fighting.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir,” said Ruther. “I’ll get twenty of my best brawlers and have them here straight away.”
  


  
    Martin glanced around as if looking for something to do and realized that for the moment his only choice was to get back on the roof of the barbican and possibly take an arrow for no good reason, or sit and wait until he got word that the Keshian ram was in place at the outer portcullis.
  


  
    He found an empty bench in a hall between the great hall and some guest quarters and sat down. He leaned against the wall and felt fatigue in his bones and wondered how he could be so wrung out when he’d barely lifted his sword save to command bow fire down on the Keshians. He supposed he could have taken a bow and stood in the crenels shooting down, exposing himself to enemy arrows, but given how bad he was as an archer, it would probably have been a waste of arrows. That they could not afford.
  


  
    He wished desperately his father or Hal or both were here. Even the sight of Brendan would have cheered him. He was not the man to be in command. He barely considered himself a man, despite having passed six summers since his “manhood” day on his fourteenth Banapis Festival. Yes, he had drawn enemy blood before, but those were rabble: goblins and outlaws. This? This was war, and opposing him was a seasoned Keshian commander with battle-hardened soldiers at his disposal.
  


  
    When he thought of war he thought of the great battles told of in the archives. When Borric I had charged across the plains north-west of Salador, outnumbered by half again as many soldiers under Jon the Pretender. He had wondered more than once if he had been a member of the Congress of Lords which side he would have chosen. Borric had the claim, as eldest son of the King’s younger brother, but Jon had been Borric’s bastard cousin, and was immensely popular. History was written by the victors, his old teachers had told Martin, so the chronicles were canted in Borric’s favour, but there was enough to tell a careful reader that Jon’s claim was no less a claim.
  


  
    When he thought of warfare Martin remembered reading the various accounts of the siege of Crydee, during what was commonly known as the Riftwar, the Tsurani invasion. It was all the more vivid because he could walk the walls and visit each location recounted in the narrations. As a youngster he used to take the text and stand where Arutha was when Fannon was felled by an arrow and walk to where the Prince had stood rallying his soldiers to repulse wave after wave of attackers.
  


  
    Martin had always been Arutha in his imagination, despite his own many great-grandfather and namesake, later Duke Martin, being a significant figure of the battle.
  


  
    He couldn’t imagine how Arutha would have dealt with this situation, being forced to withdraw in the face of overwhelming odds. He closed his eyes for a moment.
  


  
    In what seemed to be a second later Bethany was shaking him awake. “It’s sundown and the Keshians haven’t come yet,” she said, softly. “The wounded are ready to leave.”
  


  
    He blinked and shook his head, not entirely awake.
  


  
    She repeated herself and he stood. “Sorry, I fell asleep.”
  


  
    “Obviously.” She slipped her arm through his. “You drive yourself too hard.”
  


  
    “I was wondering what Prince Arutha would have done in my place, just before I fell asleep.”
  


  
    “Exactly what you’re doing: trying to make the best of a terrible situation.”
  


  
    He smiled tiredly. “Let’s get started.” He disentangled his arm from hers and led her down to the sub-basement, where six litters were being carried by a dozen men.
  


  
    Sergeant Ruther said, “Ready, sir.”
  


  
    “Begin,” said Martin.
  


  
    The tunnel was low, so the litter-bearers had to bend forward a little, but they managed to get the six men too wounded to walk, through. Then those who could walk began to enter the dark maw of the tunnel.
  


  
    After the last of them had gone through, Martin turned to Bethany. “Now, I want you to round up the few remaining women and I want you out that tunnel within the half-hour.” When she seemed ready to object he said, “It appears the Keshians may wait until first light to begin the assault on the keep itself, so we shall all be far from here when they do.”
  


  
    “You’re coming after us?”
  


  
    He nodded. “I will be the last to leave, but I will leave, that is a promise.”
  


  
    She didn’t appear convinced, but nodded. “Just don’t do anything heroic and foolish so that someone writes some damned chronicle about you one day.”
  


  
    “That’s unlikely,” said Martin with a fatigued smile. “Now, go.”
  


  
    She ran up the stairs, and the sergeant said, “Sir, if I may?”
  


  
    “Sergeant?”
  


  
    “Let me be the last to leave, sir.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Three reasons, sir, if you don’t mind the truth.”
  


  
    “I’ll probably mind, but say on anyway, Ruther.”
  


  
    “Thank you, sir. First of all, you’re tired beyond thinking, and men that tired do not have the wits the gods gave a turnip. You might make mistakes that will get men killed.
  


  
    “Second, you’re young and just might do what Lady Bethany said, try something heroic and get yourself killed, and I do not want to explain to your father how I managed to let that happen.
  


  
    “Third, if you’re going to marry that girl you should make sure you both stay alive.”
  


  
    “Marry—?”
  


  
    “Do you think no one else noticed how you are when she’s around all these years, Martin?” Ruther gripped the young man’s shoulder. “Maybe your father was too busy being Duke to pay attention to his sons as close as he could— heavens know I think of him as a good man and wise ruler, but fathers sometimes miss things about their sons. But no one who’s seen you around Bethany since you were fifteen could mistake how you felt about her, and it seems she feels the same way about you.”
  


  
    “Well, her father and mine may have different plans,” said Martin.
  


  
    “That may well be, but you will have no chance to discuss the matter with your father if you’re lying face down on the stones of this keep in a pool of your own blood, now will you?”
  


  
    Martin couldn’t think. “Very well, how will you proceed if I allow you to be last out?”
  


  
    “That flying squad you asked for, of brawlers and hooligans. Brilliant. We will hit hard any company that comes through this side of the barbican’s rear door: we’ll barricade the other side door so they will choose this one. We’ll fight as we retreat, and we’ll dump a few traps along the way so we can get to the basement. We’ll fire the hay along the way, and if we’re lucky the tunnel will collapse on a host of them when we’re out the other end.”
  


  
    “Sounds like a wonderful plan, Sergeant,” said Martin. “That’s exactly what I plan on doing. Now go get those twenty brawlers to rest a bit, organize some traps for me, and when you have finished, I want you personally to see that Bethany, the other women, and half the garrison leave. It’s your charge to see them safely to my father or Yabon. Understood?”
  


  
    “You’re not going to let me talk you out of this are you?”
  


  
    “Understood?” repeated Martin, his eyes narrowing.
  


  
    “Understood, sir.”
  


  
    The sergeant led the way out of the sub-basement and Martin asked as they climbed the stairs, “How do you do it, Ruther?”
  


  
    “Do what, sir?”
  


  
    “Stay awake for four days.”
  


  
    “I don’t. You learn to grab sleep when you can, a few minutes here, a half-hour there, sitting in the corner, lying under a table, whenever you can.”
  


  
    “I have yet to learn the knack.”
  


  
    “Go to your room,” said Ruther softly. “Take at least an hour. I’ll bid the Lady Bethany farewell for you; she’ll know better than anyone you need sleep more than a bittersweet goodbye. I’ll wake you before dawn. If you’re going to survive your delay, young prince, you’ll need your wits about you.”
  


  
    Martin said nothing, then nodded once and turned towards his room when they reached the top of the stairs. He half-staggered to his quarters, pushed open the door, and fell face first across the bed.
  


  
    He was deep in sleep when Bethany came in, saw him there, removed his boots for him without waking him, and covered him with a blanket. She bestowed a light kiss on his face, whispered goodbye, then closed the door behind her.
  


  



  • Chapter Nineteen •


  


  Retreat


  


  



  
    The portcullis crashed loudly to the stone floor.
  


  
    Martin was ready, his men arrayed outside the unblocked side door. He signalled for them to wait.
  


  
    The Keshians had brought up the first of two rams at dawn, and it had been a very well-built one. An enormous log suspended from heavy ropes and chains, and a massive iron boot covered the front end of the log. A wooden “tent” roof protected the men pushing it, a dozen crouched over long wooden poles that ran though the frame of the massive war engine.
  


  
    Horses had been used to pull it up the hill from the town below, but when they came into the courtyard they released the ropes used to pull the device and their riders had peeled off to the right and left, leaving it for the two dozen men under the protective roof to keep it moving forward until it slammed into the outer iron portcullis.
  


  
    Then the pounding began.
  


  
    A portcullis’s first grace is that it is heavy. The thick iron bars require a hoist and winch inside the barbican, tantalizingly close but just out of reach. So the portcullis must be knocked down, literally pounded until it folds in on itself and shatters, releasing the attackers into the murder room.
  


  
    Then the second portcullis must be destroyed, while the defenders above are free to fire arrows or pour boiling oil on the attackers.
  


  
    The first ram had burned, and it had taken most of a day for the Keshians to clear it away and bring up their second. But the first had done enough damage to the inner portcullis that Martin knew it would not endure until night.
  


  
    Some time late in the day, Kesh’s Dog Soldiers would be within Crydee Keep.
  


  
    Martin had expended most of his arrows and a lot of energy convincing the Keshians that the defenders were still inside in numbers. Men had run from position to position firing off the roofs of the keep and barbican at enemy archers on the wall, shouting from various locations, trying to give the impression of being in two places at once. At one point Martin had shouted orders for a sally and a squad of Keshians had actually retreated behind their barricade and waited for nearly half an hour for a counter-attack that never came.
  


  
    Once the outer portcullis had come down, he had ordered the men off the roof. Two had occasionally shot arrows down into the murder room, and then the fiery oil had been poured down on the first ram.
  


  
    Once that was ablaze, he had ordered them to stand down and rest. The first portcullis had endured until mid-day, but he knew the Keshians would breach the second before mid-afternoon.
  


  
    Inside the keep Martin shouted random, meaningless orders while his men rested. Occasionally one of the men would shout a faux reply, trying to make it seem as if men inside the keep were waiting.
  


  
    Martin made ready, knowing that the second iron portcullis was about to fail. Once it was down, the Keshians would tie ropes to it and drag away the impediment to their attack. Then they would be faced with a massive stone wall with two entrances into the building. The one on their right had been blocked with every piece of furniture, fallen stones, debris that had come to hand to stop that door from opening.
  


  
    The left door, the one behind which Martin and his twenty men waited, had been blocked just enough for Martin to make it appear the garrison was putting up a last, desperate fight.
  


  
    The crash of the last gate was accompanied by the shout of Keshian Dog Soldiers outside. They apparently felt as if the day was already theirs, perhaps were even thinking the remaining garrison was holed up inside behind makeshift barricades, waiting for the final slaughter.
  


  
    Suddenly there was pounding on the door before them and Martin turned. “Get ready.”
  


  
    His twenty men were arrayed in two lines, with their backs to the corridor leading to the kitchen and the sub-basement below. The first ten bore shields and the second bows and arrows, despite few of them being skilled archers.
  


  
    A rhythmic pounding began on the doors. It would be only a matter of minutes before the one on the attackers’ left, behind which the defenders waited, would begin to buckle.
  


  
    Martin’s mad plan was about to begin and he prayed for a brief moment to Ruthia, Goddess of Luck, to take pity on him and his men.
  


  
    The timbers on the heavy wooden doors shook and splintered around the hinges and the large wooden bar cracked. Mortar fragments rained down from the stonework above the supports, filling the air before the door with a fine haze of dust.
  


  
    “Easy,” said Martin. “Wait.”
  


  
    Another thud and the bar cracked more, torquing itself apart. “Wait,” he repeated.
  


  
    With a loud thud and the protest of iron fittings being ripped out of masonry, the hinges were pulled loose. For a pregnant moment the door hung slightly ajar, the splintering bar holding it against the door on one side.
  


  
    “Now!
  


  
    Crydee bowmen fired into the narrow opening and the Keshian attackers screamed in pain and anger. The bowmen ran to the second position, while the ten men with shields crashed against those Keshians trying to enter the keep.
  


  
    Martin was behind them, his sword held high as he struck downward over his men’s shields, his only objective, to slow the Keshians down for one more minute.
  


  
    It was mad chaos at the door, with men grunting, cursing, shouting and bleeding. The brawlers selected by Ruther were skilled at close fighting, and from behind their shields they were content to wait for any sign of exposed Keshian flesh and slice at it with daggers and dirks, not trying to kill, only to make the enemy bleed, and to slow them down.
  


  
    The Keshian Dog Soldiers all wore iron cuirasses, leaving their arms and shoulders exposed, while the Crydee defenders wore mail coifs over mail shirts with sleeves down to their wrists. No fatal blows resulted from the first two minutes of fighting, but a lot of Keshians would be sporting scars on their arms, shoulders and faces if they survived the day.
  


  
    There was a moment when the fight seemed to take a breath, as the Keshians collectively pulled back to adjust the crowding at the doorway.
  


  
    “Back!” shouted Martin, and the ten men and he turned, then sped down the hallway toward the kitchen. Martin waited for a moment, allowing the others to pass him. Then the door finally fell to the stones, and the Keshians came boiling through the entrance.
  


  
    “Down!” Martin yelled, and the men before him all knelt while a flight of ten arrows sped overhead, striking the first two Dog Soldiers. The others ducked back inside the shelter of the barbican or crouched low, but it gave Martin and his men another moment. “Now!”
  


  
    Hanging above Martin in a net were three bales of straw soaked in oil. A pair of fire arrows was shot into them, setting the bundles ablaze. The rope holding the bales was cut and the pile came down. When it struck the floor, it exploded into a massive ball of fire, forming a curtain of flames across the hall that would halt the Keshians for another two or three minutes.
  


  
    Martin crawled furiously forward, having been missed by the falling bales by less than a yard. He felt the heat wash over him as he gained his feet and started to run into the kitchen. The straw would burn out quickly, and soon the Keshians would be kicking the smouldering remnants out of their way.
  


  
    Martin hurled himself down the stairs to the first basement. The entire room had been filled with more oil-soaked straw with every loose piece of timber, furniture from the rooms above, and kindling they could find stacked on top. A soldier waited for him, torch in hand.
  


  
    As he reached the man, he said, “Now!” and the soldier threw the torch as far across the basement as he could, and then both of them dived through the portal while two others pulled the heavy wooden door shut behind them.
  


  
    As they secured the door with a large brace jammed into place they heard the whooshing sound of the flames igniting. “We don’t have much time,” said Martin.
  


  
    They ran down the steps to the smaller sub-basement where men were already entering the escape tunnel. He motioned for the man before him to enter and waited until he vanished from sight. Shouting after him he cried, “Clear the tunnel as fast as you can.”
  


  
    He could hear the crackle of flames above and knew that it would be close to a half hour before the Keshians could brave the fire in the basement below the kitchen. Martin wasn’t going to give them a half hour.
  


  
    He waited until he was certain that his men were more than half-way through the tunnel, then went to a large chain in the corner of the room. It led up through a series of pulleys in the wall to the roof of the tower known as the “Magicians’ Tower” because it was where Pug and his mentor, the magician Kulgan, had resided decades before. He hauled down hard on it and as he had suspected was met with resistance as the old mechanism hadn’t been used in almost a century. His grandfather had tested it once, but since then the old valvework at the top of the tower had remained untested. Martin hoped it still worked and that the trap his ancestor had devised would still be effective.
  


  
    At the very top of the Magicians’ Tower a mechanism released a canister of twenty gallons of what was called “Quegan Fire”: a mix of naphthaline, sulphur, limestone and fine coal dust. This would create a massive fireball when dropped into the flames in the keep entrance, two floors above Martin’s head. It had been constructed as a last resort, a means of denying the castle to an invader.
  


  
    As soon as Martin felt the click of the mechanism engage, he yanked hard, then sprinted for the entrance. He was forced to make his way bent forward, for the tunnel was too low for him to run upright. He reached the first marker, and grabbed the two ropes attached to the supports for the overhead shoring. He hauled on them and felt earth fall on him and heard timbers creaking. A short moment later he felt a compression of the air as the tunnel collapsed behind him. Then there was a dull thud and he knew the Quegan Fire canister had exploded.
  


  
    It would burn hotter than a blacksmith’s forge. Any man in the keep not able to reach a door would be incinerated or die as the air was sucked from their lungs by the voracious fireball. If, as Martin suspected, the Keshians had pressed hard expecting desperate resistance in the keep, the Keshian commander would just have lost at least two hundred Dog Soldiers in the conflagration.
  


  
    Martin reached a second set of ropes and pulled them, even though he knew the first fall had worked. More earth fell as he hurried along.
  


  
    It seemed to take forever to get out of the tunnel and then suddenly he was outside. Instantly a pair of arms wrapped around him and Bethany was hugging the breath out of him.
  


  
    He hugged her back then held her at arm’s length. “I thought I told you to leave with the wounded, again?”
  


  
    “You did, again.” She was dressed in the same hunting clothes she had worn when last she had come to Crydee, when her arrow had taken down the wyvern which he and Brendan had faced.
  


  
    “Why are you still here?”
  


  
    “Waiting for you,” she said, as if that was all the explanation needed.
  


  
    He glanced around and saw that Sergeant Ruther was there as well with an additional ten men along with the twenty who had preceded Martin through the tunnel. “Report,” said Martin.
  


  
    “Everyone safely out, sir.” Ruther smiled. “Everyone,” he repeated.
  


  
    Martin looked back, but his view of the keep was blocked by the large rise from which the tunnel exited. He climbed up on top of it, over the reinforced door. He could not quite make out the keep through the trees between himself and the castle, but he could see a massive pillar of dark smoke rising overhead.
  


  
    Bethany came to stand beside him and said, “Now?”
  


  
    “Now we head east. The Keshian commander needs to regroup and reorganize. We may steal a day on him, no more.”
  


  
    He took her by the hand and led her down from the rise.
  


  
    Sergeant Ruther said, “That’s a nasty business old Duke Martin built into the keep, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “According to the histories, he had some experience with Quegan Fire used to destroy a position so that the enemy couldn’t occupy it,” said Martin. “The retreat from Armengar; I read his notes on why he installed it, how to maintain it, and when to use it.”
  


  
    With a grin the sergeant said, “It’s a lovely thing you’re such a fine student, sir.”
  


  
    Martin shook his head in self-disgust. “Fine student? I lost the keep in less than a week. Even the Tsurani couldn’t take it in months.”
  


  
    Sergeant Ruther’s expression turned stern. “You’re tired, young sir, but that’s no excuse for losing your perspective. You held out for a week with less than a hundred trained soldiers and a handful of boys and old men.
  


  
    “Prince Arutha had Swordmaster Fannon and Sergeant Gardan, Martin Longbow himself, and over three hundred trained soldiers, and another three hundred men of the town. You’re not the only one who’s read some history.” He put his hand on Martin’s shoulder. “You got everyone out, sir. From the start of the siege until today you’ve lost two men, both on the wall before the retreat, and three unfortunate town lads who were by them, and suffered less than two dozen wounded. Even some I thought wouldn’t make it did, thanks in great part to Lady Bethany’s tender care.” His voice became hoarse. “Think about it. Two soldiers, no more. Now, put on a stern face and lead this lot. We still have a long way to go to reach safety.”
  


  
    Martin took a deep breath. “Who do we have?”
  


  
    “Your twenty, my ten, and the lady.”
  


  
    Martin glanced at Bethany and grinned. “Well, at least we have one decent archer with us.”
  


  
    “That we do.”
  


  
    “East now, and let’s put as much distance between us and Crydee as possible. That Keshian commander will have to wait a fair bit before that fire cools off enough to inspect the wreckage of the keep.”
  


  
    “True enough,” said Ruther. “Never seen anything burn hotter than Quegan Fire.”
  


  
    “But once he does he’s going to notice there are only Keshian bodies in the rubble and if he bothers to dig, he’ll find the sub-basement, or even if he doesn’t, he’ll assume there was such a way out and come looking for us. We’ll go east and if we don’t encounter Father and his column before we get to the Jonril cut-off, we’ll head to the garrison there and hunker down until he does show up. We’ll send a lookout up to the cut-off and when he arrives we’ll join him. If he doesn’t… That will mean either the fast riders didn’t overtake Father before Ylith or were killed before they reached him. If we don’t hear from Father within ten days, we move on to Ylith.”
  


  
    The Sergeant nodded. “Wise plan.”
  


  
    They moved out along a game trail that would lead them to the eastern road two miles away. Once there it would be easier to move, but they would be in the open, exposed. Much of the heavy forest to the north and south of the road had been cleared for farmsteads, cattle pasture, and sheep meadows.
  


  
    As they moved along the trail, Martin asked Sergeant Ruther, “How are we for provisions?”
  


  
    “Well enough. Each man carries a bag of food and a skin of water, enough so that we won’t have to worry about starving until we reach safety.”
  


  
    “Any sign of Keshians while you waited?”
  


  
    “None to speak of. One bunch came looping around behind us an hour before you set the trap. Small patrol, about six men. We let them go by and they had no idea we were near. I don’t think this particular lot has any forest skills. Made enough noise that we heard them coming and were safely hidden. Don’t speak their language but they were jabbering about something like a bunch of fishwives.” He glanced around. “Nothing since then.”
  


  
    They continued to move, strung out in loose formation, moving purposefully and as quietly as possible. The sounds of chaos from Crydee quickly fell behind them and they reached the road without incident.
  


  
    “We’ve a full six hours of good light,” said Martin. “Let’s rest for a few minutes, then get moving.” He glanced at Ruther. “I want a man ahead and a man behind. Your fastest runner behind, for if we’re overtaken he’ll need to scurry along.”
  


  
    “Jackson Currie!” shouted the sergeant.
  


  
    A slender soldier ran up, “Sir!”
  


  
    “Run down the road, see what’s behind us, and linger a bit. Don’t catch us up until sundown, there’s a good lad.”
  


  
    The soldier nodded, saluted, and ran off down the road. Sergeant Ruther detailed another soldier to go ahead and act as point, while the remainder of the company rested a little. At last Martin said, “Let’s go.”
  


  
    They began their long march from their lost home to what they hoped would be safety.
  


  
    The rear guard came racing up the road, shouting, “Riders!”
  


  
    Martin hesitated only for a second then he motioned for everyone to sprint into the trees and brush, a dozen yards off the road down a slope. They half-ran, half-tumbled into the thicket and lay motionless.
  


  
    Peering through the undergrowth, Martin saw a dozen riders coming up the road from Crydee. They were loping along and glancing from side to side occasionally, but not showing any particular urgency or alertness. They were dressed in a similar fashion to the Dog Soldiers who had stormed the keep, except that instead of a steel spike atop their helms, they had a sharp blade running fore and aft. Their helmets had noseguards and their cloaks were very dark blue, almost black, thrown back to reveal the usual cuirass and flannel shirt beneath, and heavy trousers tucked into their boots.
  


  
    The one unusual mark was a belt of leopardskin that was worn around the lower edge of the helmet where the neckguard chain was attached.
  


  
    After they rode past, Ruther said, “I’ve heard of them. They’re called the Leopards.” He rolled over onto one side and continued to whisper. “I didn’t see horses unloaded and the Keshians didn’t appear to have any. We certainly didn’t leave any ridable mounts behind: your father took them all.”
  


  
    “They must have offloaded them yesterday, before the final assault.”
  


  
    “But what is an outfit like that doing riding down the road out here?”
  


  
    “Looking for us,” said Bethany from behind Martin.
  


  
    “No,” said Sergeant Ruther. “I mean of all the places Kesh could have chosen to send a top-of-the-line command of cavalry like the Leopards, why the Far Coast? You’d think they’d send them to Krondor or maybe into the Vale where the fighting is bound to be heaviest.”
  


  
    Martin said, “Unless you want them where they didn’t expect much resistance.” He looked thoughtful. Eventually he said, “Sergeant, I want you to take to the forest and move parallel to the road. Those Keshians aren’t going to be patrolling for more than another hour so you should catch them coming back, then take to the road and keep going. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I can.”
  


  
    Bethany grabbed his arm from behind. “Where do you think you’re going?”
  


  
    “Back to Crydee.” He gently pulled away from her and stood up. Kneeling before she could rise, he gave her a quick kiss and said, “I have an idea and I need to see what is going on in the town. Now, go with Sergeant Ruther and try not to cause too much trouble.” Then he was off, darting through the trees.
  


  
    With a sigh, Ruther stood and extended his hand down to Bethany. When she slapped it aside he chuckled and turned to the line of men in the woods. He covered his mouth in the sign for “no talking,” pointed into the woods then pointed towards them, then back to himself, telling them to fall in behind and follow him.
  


  
    “Do you—” began Bethany.
  


  
    The sergeant quickly but gently covered her mouth. “No talking, Lady Bethany. Now, let’s go.”
  


  
    Before she could say another word, he moved into the trees and the other men began to follow.
  


  
    Martin ran down the road and then slowed to a trot. He’d have to pace himself or he’d collapse before he even knew exhaustion had hit him. He was young and fit but he had been without sleep for the better part of three days, had hardly eaten, and had endured his first battle. He stopped, put his hands on his knees and took a deep breath. He was feeling dizzy. Certainly not a good sign.
  


  
    He slowed his breathing for a moment, then heard voices coming from the west. His fatigue forgotten, he hurried down the side of the road to a stand of trees and moved parallel to the road as best he could.
  


  
    He could smell char and smoke and knew the breeze from the harbour was blowing it toward him. At least the Keshians wouldn’t smell him coming.
  


  
    He saw a small copse of wild apple trees and grabbed one of the fruits. It was slightly sour, but he needed the nourishment. He chewed slowly, not wanting to give himself a stomach ache.
  


  
    It took him nearly an hour to work his way carefully northward, first crossing the main road then moving along a series of game trails through thinning woodlands. He and his brothers had played here as children then later had hunted in this vicinity.
  


  
    Crydee Harbour was marked at the southern end by a pinnacle of rock and a rising bluff known as Sailors’ Grief. To the north the circle was suddenly cut off by a massive bluff with a fifty-foot drop to the beach below. From the junction of that bluff and beach a series of stones that jutted above the water even at high tide ran out to a small island. That rocky path and island had been filled in with quarried stones until a man-made jetty with dock had been fashioned, named Longpoint. At the end of it rose up the Longpoint Lighthouse.
  


  
    The bluffs to the north of Longpoint had served the first Duke and his son as a makeshift lighthouse and lookout station until a proper lighthouse had been constructed. On top of the bluffs the stones of that old watch post still rested.
  


  
    Martin reached that point after an hour of climbing and looked down onto Crydee harbour. “Gods!” he said aloud.
  


  
    What looked to be at least two hundred Keshian ships were at anchor. He could see two more sailing out to sea, and another two sailing in while about thirty ships in the harbour were being serviced by a dozen or more ferries, carrying cargo to the docks. The activity was frenzied and so widespread that the Keshians were offloading cargo onto the rocky shore to the south of the town’s docks, and thence to the rickety smaller quay before the fishing community directly below where Martin stood.
  


  
    But what astonished him the most was that more and more people were coming ashore. A second wave of men, women, and children were entering Crydee Town, and from their varied skin colour and garb they were obviously from many different places in Kesh. Many of them had animals, oxen pulling wagons, horses on leads— not war horses but dray animals— donkeys, mules, and cages of chickens and geese. Even a brace of spitting angry camels was being led into the town.
  


  
    Martin stood in stunned amazement.
  


  
    He sat down and took a deep breath, collecting his thoughts. Nothing he saw below him made sense. Out of the three brothers, he was the student of history. More than just studying battles and the lines of nobles, he had delved into the causes of war and the results.
  


  
    Kesh had expanded rapidly over the three preceding centuries, its people moving across the Straits of Darkness from Elarial up to what was now Tulan. They had built their first garrison there, then an expedition north from there had found the wonderful harbour at Carse and the smaller harbour below. A fourth harbourage far to the north also was found and at one point Kesh tried to build there, calling it Birka. But that settlement had been the first obliterated by the dark elves, the Brotherhood of the Dark Path as humans came to call them.
  


  
    History showed that Kesh had expanded too far and too fast, and could not support the ancient province of Bosania, as Crydee and the Free Cities were called. The coast of the Bitter Sea colonies prospered, so that when Kesh withdrew, they had been strong enough to resist the expansion westward of the Kingdom of the Isles. But it had been Martin’s ancestor who had ridden over the very trail from Ylith that his men were now fleeing down, to arrive here at Crydee.
  


  
    The only reason Crydee had become the capital of the duchy was that his ancestor had taken the old Keshian fortification and built upon it, waging a ten-year campaign to conquer Carse and then Tulan. When it was over, Queg was an independent kingdom, the colonies in Natal had become the Free Cities, Ylith had become the southernmost city of Yabon Province, and that had remained the status quo for over two hundred years.
  


  
    Now Kesh was back and it was clear they were reclaiming all of ancient Bosania. They were not only bringing their armies, they were bringing in colonists hard on their heels. They were obviously going to be bringing in their own logistical support, peopling farms and pastures, logging camps and cutting mills, mines, and fisheries with Keshians.
  


  
    Martin was no expert on such subjects, but it looked to him as if they had brought enough of Kesh with them that they could occupy the entire Duchy of Crydee… He stopped.
  


  
    Suddenly he knew exactly what Kesh was doing. If he desired one thing in life as much as Bethany’s kiss, it would be word from her father as to what was occurring in Carse. Because if he was to wager everything he had, he would bet that the entire Keshian invasion force had sailed right past Carse and Tulan, perhaps leaving a screen of ships to keep the Kingdom warships bottled up in those two harbours, and then landed here. They weren’t going to occupy all of Crydee, just the north!
  


  
    And he knew why.
  


  
    Wishing he could just lie down here on the rocks and sleep for a week, Martin pushed aside his exhaustion and started back down the hill. Glancing at the midday sun, he considered that with luck he might be able to overtake his men and Bethany after sunset.
  


  
    He ran down the slopes from the bluffs into the woods below.
  


  
    As he reached a drop in the road, in darkness, Martin could make out fires ahead and hear the sound of horses. He wondered if it might be those Keshians Ruther called “the Leopards,” and if so where were Bethany, Ruther, and the men?
  


  
    He crept up to the edge of the clearing and saw men there in the brown tabards of Crydee. Feeling relief flood through him, he shouted, “Hello the camp! Coming in!”
  


  
    One step later he was surrounded by guards, who took a moment to recognize him. “Martin! they greeted him.
  


  
    Bethany was sitting near the fire next to Brendan. Martin smiled and walked over as quickly as he could. He smelled food cooking and was suddenly ravenous.
  


  
    His brother rose and came around the campfire to embrace him. “Martin, I was worried.”
  


  
    “We all were,” said Bethany and Martin saw an expression on her face that made his heart sink.
  


  
    He looked around and realized something momentous. “Where’s Father?” he asked quietly, knowing the answer before it came.
  


  
    Brendan looked to the east along the road. “Goblin raiders. They jumped us before they realized how many we were. One wounded Father and he fainted, but when he fell… he broke his neck.”
  


  
    Sergeant Magwin joined them. “We buried him near the road, Martin, and marked it well. When this is over we’ll fetch him home.”
  


  
    Martin felt empty inside. Of all the things he had imagined, his father not being at the head of this column had never been one of them. He sat down next to Bethany and a plate of food and a skin of water was presented to him. “Eat, drink,” she said. “I know you’ve no stomach after such news, but you must revive yourself.”
  


  
    Martin was numb. Exhaustion, fear, and the stress of battle had worn him to a nub inside. He knew he should be weeping or shouting in rage or something at the news of his father’s death, yet he felt almost nothing, as if the sense of loss was a distant thing. He was silent for a long moment, then just said, “Father?” He let out a long sigh and took the food.
  


  
    “What of Crydee?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “They’re not simply landing an invasion force. They’re moving a colony in.”
  


  
    “Colony?” asked Ruther.
  


  
    “Those men, women, and children that landed with the first wave were just the beginning. Hundreds, maybe thousands more are sitting in ships off the coast waiting to be offloaded.”
  


  
    “But why? Of all the places in the Kingdom, why the Far Coast?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “Not the Far Coast,” answered Martin. He forced himself to chew and swallow a spoonful of tough meat in a thick stew, despite having no stomach for it. “Crydee.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    Martin took a dagger from his belt and quickly drew a rough map in the earth. “The Bitter Sea,” he said after he’d drawn a diamond shape. Then he drew another line to the left of the diamond. “The Far Coast, and we are about here…” He dug the point of his dagger in. “I believe Bethany’s father and Morris down at Tulan are not being attacked, but rather are being bottled up and prevented from moving north to aid us.
  


  
    “I think there’s a squadron or more of Keshian ships sailing up and down the Far Coast ensuring that no one gets out of either harbour or any of the fishing villages between the Straits and Crydee. I also believe that once they’ve established themselves in Crydee they’ll keep coming east, along this highway to seize Ylith. If they do, they’ll have removed the King’s Fleet from the Far Coast, and prevented Yabon from sending anyone south. Duke Gasson will be bottled up, unable to come any farther south than Zun and with that move Kesh will have trisected the Western Realm.
  


  
    “They can then move in strength against Krondor from the south, leaving the Kingdom in tatters. I cannot let Krondor be surrounded without support from the north. The only relief from the east is in Salador, and that would take weeks, and who can guess what Kesh is doing in the Sea of Kingdoms? The King may be very ill-disposed to stripping any of his eastern garrisons to come to Krondor’s aid.”
  


  
    “But how?” asked Brendan. “How could they put so many men in the field at once?”
  


  
    “That, my brother, is the question,” Martin said. “For the moment, we need rest.”
  


  
    “You and the others from Crydee sleep,” said Brendan. “We’ll keep watch.”
  


  
    “What happened to that band of Leopards?” Martin asked.
  


  
    “Brendan happened,” said Bethany, patting him on the arm.
  


  
    “They rode right into us not knowing we had them by five to one,” said Martin’s younger brother. “They are good, but it was over quickly.” Then he smiled. “But we have their horses so you don’t have to walk to Ylith.”
  


  
    Sighing, Martin lay down, putting his head on a pack someone had set down behind him. “Ylith.” After a moment as his eyes grew heavy, he said, “If Robert is bottled up in Carse, and Gasson cut off up in Yabon….”
  


  
    Bethany came and lay down behind him, snuggling in close as if to keep him warm for the night. Bethany closed her eyes and was quickly asleep as well.
  


  
    Brendan saw his brother slip into deep slumber and turned to look at the two sergeants. “With Father dead and Hal in Roldem, that puts Martin in command.”
  


  
    Ruther looked at Magwin. The two sergeants were the oldest members of the garrison, save for Swordmaster Phillip who was with young Henry in Roldem for the Champions Tournament at the Masters’ Court. Finally Magwin said “Title or not, that makes him the King’s Warden of the West.”
  


  
    Ruther looked at the sleeping youth and said, “Now all he needs is an army.”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty •


  


  Confluence


  


  



  
    Jim groaned.
  


  
    His arms felt as if they were about to fall off, yet he knew he had another half-hour or more of pulling hard on the oars of this boat. He glanced over his shoulder and at once regretted it. Sorcerer’s Isle didn’t look a foot closer than it had the last time he had looked.
  


  
    His Keshian guide Nefu had proved as wily a smuggler as he had hoped, and if he had the chance he’d use him himself, if Kaseem would let him. They had run up the coast on a down-wind tack, then turned and run before the wind northward. Twice they had seen sails on the horizon and Nefu had deftly sailed away before they were noticed.
  


  
    They had reached an imaginary line between the south-west tip of the island nation of Queg and the distant point of Land’s End over the horizon, and found that it was just as Nefu had feared: heavily patrolled by Keshian warships. He had quickly produced both a Keshian flag and a courier’s pennant and affixed them to the mast. As long as he kept sailing, didn’t get stopped and have to answer questions it would be fine. Though Jim judged it likely that Kaseem abu Hazara-Khan had provided Nefu with a fairly comprehensive set of false papers. There was a likelihood that because Kaseem had been betrayed and his network compromised that many of those patents and passes were no longer valid, but unless those who stopped the smuggler were privy to the most recent changes in the top echelons of government, they might get them through. Jim also knew that had he been in charge, Nefu would have a packet with a lot of impressive-looking seals that were to be opened only by a specific noble, one who wasn’t on whatever boat was stopping them.
  


  
    He was relieved they had not had to test those ploys. For Nefu was even more resourceful than Jim had imagined. They sailed along the line of ships, staying to the east and looking as if they were bound on imperial business for some destination behind the lines, until sundown, at which point Nefu sailed around in a lazy circle until he was where he wished to be. He had lowered the sails and sculled the ship silently through the darkness. Sculling was a primitive means of propelling a boat, probably used centuries before sail or oar. Jim was amazed to see the long oar come out of the hold; it was in sections that were quickly fitted together and put over the stern as the rudder was hoisted out of the water by means of a clever winch-and-cable mechanism. Then Nefu and two of his men fixed the twenty-five-foot-long oar in a iron cradle bolted to the stern of the boat, slipping it through a cut-out that Jim had assumed was a common feature to allow water splashing up on the deck to run off.
  


  
    Sculling took a lot of power, and this oar was massive, so two men worked it. It was a slow and tedious way to move a boat, but move the boat it did, and silently they crept between two sentry ships anchored along the line Jim had drawn on the imaginary map in his mind.
  


  
    By dawn an exhausted crew raised the sails and they set a course for Sorcerers’ Isle. They took down the Keshian pennants and kept a sharp watch for Kingdom warships.
  


  
    A day later they came within view of two things simultaneously: a smudge on the north-eastern horizon which Nefu claimed was Sorcerers’ Isle, and a dot of white to the south-east that the lookout claimed was a squadron of Kingdom warships.
  


  
    Despite Jim’s assurances that he could convince the commander of any Kingdom squadron they were there on official business, Nefu declined to see if Jim could effectively keep him and his crew out of a Kingdom prison and his boat from being confiscated. The fact that Jim was without identification of any kind, that the Kingdom was in a state of war, and that there was no guarantee that this particular squadron commander had ever met Baron James Jamison all weighed heavily in the smuggler’s decision.
  


  
    Hence Jim found himself rowing furiously against the current trying desperately to take him away from his destination. Not for the first time that morning did Jim curse Destan for disabling his Tsurani transport orb.
  


  
    Jim’s shoulders ached and his back hurt and he knew that this was the first time in his life he was seriously beginning to feel his age. At forty a man’s body begins to betray him, and it’s only male vanity that makes him not believe it.
  


  
    Jim was well past forty.
  


  
    He worked hard at staying fit, drinking little and eating well, but the rigours of his trade, both as leader of the Mockers and supervisor of the King’s Intelligence Service, conspired to keep him from taking care of himself as much as he should.
  


  
    Never in his life had he regretted that fact more than now.
  


  
    As he pulled hard on the oars, he wondered if it might really be time to settle down and start that family. Assuming there was still a Kingdom in which to raise them after this war was over.
  


  
    Of course if Kesh was victorious, he could probably find employment in Roldem.
  


  
    Then he wondered if Franciezka was honest about her feelings for him. He had been thinking of her a great deal lately, a fact which both did and didn’t surprise him. It did because he had walled off his feelings towards women early in life, a necessity given his career; it didn’t because Lady Franciezka Sorboz was far and away the most interesting and devious woman he had ever encountered. Life with her would never be dull. And it didn’t hurt his little daydream that she was still the most arrestingly beautiful woman he knew. But most of all, she was the most intelligent woman he had ever met, and he had met a lot of intelligent women. They had to be intelligent to put up with the idiots they married. That then raised the question of how they could marry idiots and still be called intelligent, at which point Jim decided to put aside the question and concentrate on something simple, like who had started this war, why, and how he could convince Pug to save the Kingdom.
  


  
    Jim kept rowing.
  


  
    

  


  ***


  
    

  


  
    The boat rose and fell and in the distance Jim could hear the sound of surf but he refused to look behind, knowing this to be a cruel joke being played by Kalkin, God of Thieves. He knew if he looked the island would be back where it was when Nefu had first put him over the side into this boat.
  


  Twice more the boat lifted and then Jim remembered there were rocks along the western shore of the island and then he looked.


  
    White surf crashed against a massive rock face and Jim started frantically pulling with his right oar, while backing with his left, pulling his little boat around onto a southerly course.
  


  
    He had rowed until he felt his arms would fall out of his shoulder sockets, and now he let the boat drift. He just shipped the oars, sat back, and watched. Currents took the boat around the island, slowly moving past the rocks to an open, sandy area. Jim had been to Sorcerers’ Island more than once, but he hardly considered himself an expert on geography. His usual landing site when he came by ship was on the south-east corner of the island, and he was now at the south-west.
  


  
    Given the belligerency of almost everyone currently sailing on the Bitter Sea, Jim expected Pug to have lookouts posted around the island. Then he realized that Pug probably had some magic device or spell that let him know when trouble was on its way.
  


  
    Jim took a long breath and let it out. At this point he decided he would rather walk for a day than row, so he grabbed the oars and turned the boat towards shore.
  


  
    He started rowing again.
  


  
    Magnus watched as the boat came ashore. He used his distant sight to see who it was who had come across the Bitter Sea in a rowing boat designed to cross a harbour at most.
  


  
    At first he wasn’t sure who the scruffy-looking sailor was, but when the boat rode in on a breaker and the man jumped out, Magnus smiled. Of course.
  


  
    He willed himself to the beach and Jim nearly leapt from surprise. “Damn, I wish you wouldn’t do that! Couldn’t you appear a few yards away, yell ‘hello’ and then walk up in a civilized manner?”
  


  
    Magnus leaned on the staff he always carried and smiled, genuinely amused. “Hello,” he said. “Tell me, how did you get to here in a rowing boat? Tell me you didn’t start in Vykor or Durbin.”
  


  
    “I didn’t. Got dropped off by a smuggler about half a day’s sail out, which is why I’ve been rowing for the entire day.” He glanced around at the light. “At least I think so. It is close to sundown, right?”
  


  
    Magnus pointed. “That’s west. That bright round yellow thing hanging above the horizon is the sun. Yes, it is close to sundown.”
  


  
    Exhausted, Jim said, “Just take me to your father.”
  


  
    Magnus reached out and put his hand on Jim’s shoulder, and abruptly they were in Pug’s presence.
  


  
    Jim looked around, confused, as he had expected to be taken to the castle. He smiled at Pug as the magician turned to greet him. Pug still wore the black robe he had always worn since his time in the Assembly of Magicians on Kelewan, where he had learned his craft in Greater Path Magic.
  


  
    “Jim,” he said extending his hand.
  


  
    “Pug,” said Jim, looking around. “Rebuilding, I see.”
  


  
    The villa was nearing completion. With the aid of talented magicians as well as skilled craftsmen, a year’s worth of work had been finished in a month. Pug said, “Making changes, but it’s much the same as before.”
  


  
    Left unsaid were the people who would be missing.
  


  
    Jim said, “I’m exhausted. Have you a cup of wine and somewhere we can speak?”
  


  
    Magnus said, “I’ll get the wine, Father.”
  


  
    Pug motioned for Jim to follow him and led him through the entrance to the main building. It was just as it used to be, a massive square with a huge garden in the middle. Currently the fountain was restored to its formal beauty, comprising three dolphins which would spew water in graceful arcs into the pool around them. It was currently empty, waiting for water. And the soil in the garden was bare, having recently been denuded of weeds.
  


  
    Jim followed Pug to his office within his personal quarters. The room looked very different. Instead of the large sprawling desk Pug had used for years there was a small work table and a single chair. “I thought it time for some changes,” said Pug. He motioned with his hand. “I’m leaving the walls as white plaster. It was Miranda’s idea to paint the quarters that light blue she loved so much.” At the mention of his wife, Pug’s voice echoed a distant sadness.
  


  
    The magician motioned for Jim to pull up a chair. “So, how is it you come to us in a boat, Jim? Magnus was alerted that someone approached, and went to investigate. I will confess I was surprised to see you. Why didn’t you use the orb I gave you?”
  


  
    “Broken,” said Jim, deciding to leave the details until later.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Pug. “Tell me what you can about the madness I see going on across the whole of the Bitter Sea.”
  


  
    “Across the whole of Triagia,” said Jim. “Kesh has marched against the Kingdom, on all fronts, apparently.”
  


  
    Magnus appeared with a pitcher of wine and three mugs on a tray. He poured one for Jim and his father, then one for himself.
  


  
    “I will confess I’ve been caught completely off guard,” said Pug. “When we saw the Keshian fleet sailing to the south of us, we began our enquiries, contacting our agents. Without success.”
  


  
    “My agents south of the Girdle of Kesh have been eliminated.”
  


  
    “All of them?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “They’ve all dropped out of sight. Probably murdered.” Jim sipped his wine. “In my craft, it’s best to assume the simplest explanation.” Then he considered Amed Dabu Asam. “But I could be wrong. My most trusted agent in the Jal-Pur was turned and tried to kill me.”
  


  
    “Turned?” asked Magnus. “You mean he was secretly working for Kesh?”
  


  
    Jim shook his head. “No. That’s the maddening thing.” He glanced from Magnus to Pug then took another drink. “My arms are going to fall off from all that rowing,” he sighed. He put down the mug. “There’s another player in the game.”
  


  
    “Who?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “I don’t know. I know it’s not Roldem’s agents, because I have a good relationship with them now, and there is no gain for Roldem and much to lose. Kesh’s intelligence leader is well known to me, and he was caught by surprise: key members of his staff were being murdered when I last saw him. And now you tell me your agents were kept ignorant of the coming war.” Jim looked as if he was ready to weep in frustration. “Some of this is possible, but all of it?”
  


  
    Magnus said, “There’s one possibility, one that even we didn’t think of.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Magic,” said Magnus. “Whoever has balked all our information-gathering— neutralized it, compromised it, fed us lies— it could all be done with magic.”
  


  
    Pug was silent for a while, then said, “My best contact for years in Kesh, Turgan Bey, Lord of the Keep and personal adviser to the Emperor, has retired. My next highest contact, Januk Hadri, Privy Counsellor to the Emperor, has been silent.”
  


  
    “I always thought it odd that Bey would ‘retire,’” said Jim. “Some of those Truebloods love the life of leisure, but not Bey. Some other man might see a political sea change coming and retire to a villa on the shore of the Overn with a dozen beautiful women, or go hunting for lions or whatever else it is retired Keshian nobles do, but he loved the infighting of politics. I expected him to die on the job.” Jim leaned forward. “He was your agent?”
  


  
    “I told you the Conclave had many friends.”
  


  
    Jim sat back, his hands in his lap. “I thought I had a good conduit to Kesh’s court intrigue, but Turgan Bey?”
  


  
    Magnus smiled.
  


  
    Jim shook his head. “I’m impressed.” Then he looked at Magnus and said, “It must be magic.”
  


  
    “A lot of it,” said Magnus. “A spell of influence to get a noble to decide it was time to retire, for instance. It is much more subtle than any overt enchantment or spell of control. Just make a man slightly tired, slightly less interested in the day in and day out, and you might not even have to suggest it’s time to step down. He may even do it on his own.”
  


  
    Pug said, “Yes, magic playing on your man in the Jal-Pur’s divided loyalties, or his greed, or…”
  


  
    Jim closed his eyes. “Of course. Amed was of the desert tribes, and blamed the Truebloods for his father’s murder, which is why I could turn him against the Empire, but… he was Keshian.”
  


  
    “A call to slumbering patriotism,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “It’s still a lot of magic, Pug,” said Jim. “And it would take years. Agents would have to be identified, influenced, plans made…”
  


  
    “But it could be done?” asked Pug.
  


  
    Jim was silent for a while, thinking. After a few moments he said, “Yes. If they can identify that first agent, if he or she is highly enough placed.” He sat tapping his cheek with his finger. “I use blinds— that is, agents who do not know who they are working for. But if you get to someone high enough they may be able to give you the identity of others, and if you can get to them…” He outlined quickly how the three intelligence services of Isles, Kesh, and Roldem were structured and utilized, glossing over a lot of detail, but ending on the point that many agents knew who was working for the other agencies. He finished by saying, “So one of mine gives up one of Franciezka’s, and in turn her agent gives up one of Kaseem’s.”
  


  
    “And at some point, one of them turns out to be working for the Conclave,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “So this has been going on for years, now,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Who?” asked Jim. “Who besides you has… this ability, this power?”
  


  
    Magnus said, “There are only two possibilities. If the temples were to work together, even only two or three of the most powerful, they could do it. They have magic, though it is of a very different nature to what we are used to—”
  


  
    “Which might be of benefit,” interrupted Pug. “It might be harder for us to detect the influence.”
  


  
    Magnus added, “Or it could be the Academy.”
  


  
    Jim looked shocked. “The Academy? Why? I mean, who? Don’t you still play a role there?”
  


  
    Pug said, “A little, and we have agents there as well.” He looked troubled as he gazed out the window. “I don’t know how such an undertaking could…” His voice trailed off and he was silent.
  


  
    Jim asked, “Do the Pantathians have that much magic?” Magnus said, “Why do you ask? They were obliterated. I was there when their birthing crèches were destroyed in the Ratn’gary Mountains.”
  


  
    Without humour, Jim said, “You missed some.”
  


  
    Pug stood up. “What?”
  


  
    “On a boat in the south of Kesh I saw a scaled green hand with black talons sticking out of a robe, and if that’s not a Pantathian, then I’ve not read every report on them in the archives in Krondor.”
  


  
    “Where was this?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Off the big island called the Island of the Snakes. Wondered what he had to do with things, maybe that’s your answer.”
  


  
    Pug sat down again. “It’s possible. The Great Uprising was about the Pantathians getting the moredhel to invade the Kingdom. With that relatively small force, they manipulated the Brotherhood of the Dark Path and that ended with the destruction of two cities, first Armengar and then Sethanon. With Kesh’s might at their disposal…” He shrugged. “They have the ability to appear as other races, elf, human… yes, if they are back and in numbers, it’s possible.”
  


  
    “Kesh and the Kingdom at war? To what ends? How does that benefit the Pantathians, if it is them?”
  


  
    Pug looked uncertain. “What I do know is that when they first took a hand, at the end of the Riftwar, they were bent upon securing the Lifestone—” he looked at Jim.
  


  
    “I know about it. My great-great-grandfather was detailed in his remembrances. He was at the Battle of Sethanon, remember, with Prince Arutha?”
  


  
    Pug was forced to smile. “Not many of us within that chamber knew the Lifestone existed then, and none of us ever understood its true nature; even later when Calis ‘untangled’ it, for lack of a better way to put it, we hardly understood it better. The Pantathians wanted it, as did the Demon Lord Jakan later, because it was an artefact of great power.
  


  
    “But neither the Pantathians nor the demon knew its true nature, or that it would ultimately be useless to them. Whatever the Dragon Lords planned to do with it was never apparent. I know they were desperate to regain it during that battle.”
  


  
    Jim said, “I know its nature was unknown to James…” He interrupted himself. “This is one of those moments when I have to remind myself that you knew him.”
  


  
    “My daughter was married to him,” Pug reminded him.
  


  
    “You knew all of them, Prince Arutha, King Lyam, Guy du Bas-Tyra, all the great figures of history.”
  


  
    Pug’s smile was rueful. “Hardly all of them. And not all were mentioned in the histories.” For a moment a fleeting kaleidoscope of images played through Pug’s mind— faces of those he had known and loved: Squire Roland, his rival for the affections of Princess Carline, then Katala, his first wife, and Laurie of Tyr-Sog, who wed Carline. Then came others, Lord Borric, Swordmaster Fannon, Father Tully, Kulgan and Meecham, those the years had left behind.
  


  
    Pug pushed aside the flood of memories and said, “Jim, your great-great-grandfather, like those not within that chamber, was told what we believe he needed to know.”
  


  
    “We?”
  


  
    “What would later become the core of the Conclave, along with Tomas.” Pug looked off into the distance as if remembering, then added, “Lord James, the legendary Jimmy the Hand, had just died when Calis unlocked the mystery of the stone. It was… life. Somehow when the Valheru contrived to overthrow the gods during the Chaos Wars they created it. Apparently they placed some of their own life energies within it, creating a tool only they truly knew how to utilize. We surmise it was a weapon or source of great power to them, for it was they who manipulated the Pantathians to attempt to seize it. Over all these years, especially since the Lifestone was destroyed, we’ve never attempted to assess what the real nature of the device was.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “You have been otherwise busy.”
  


  
    Pug and Jim both looked over to see if he was joking.
  


  
    Pug said, “Yes, but still, it was a watershed creation in the history of this world.” He let out a long sigh. “What we know is this: the Pantathians are artificial creatures, not natural beings, but rather snakes raised up to human form, given existence by their Dragon Lord Mistress, Alma-Lodaka.”
  


  
    “Could they really do that?” asked Jim. “I mean, create life?”
  


  
    “No, not exactly,” said Magnus. He glanced at his father who nodded for him to continue. “They could manipulate it, not create it. The Valheru were beings of enormous power, godlike even, but they were not gods. And the Pantathians were not the only product of Valheru tinkering.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Jim, his fatigue wearing off as he became more interested. Here was a discussion about important things that didn’t involve people trying to kill him or destroy the Kingdom.
  


  
    “There’s a race of tiger men near the Necropolis called the City of the Dead Gods, in Novindus. And once a race of giant eagles, big enough to carry a man, flew the skies.”
  


  
    Jim frowned. “Perhaps we should go back to things I might comprehend.
  


  
    “If this Lifestone no longer exists then, assuming for a moment the Pantathians are behind every mad thing that is underway right now, what could they be after that would possibly benefit them by having the Kingdom and Kesh plunged into total war?”
  


  
    “I have no idea,” said Pug.
  


  
    “And, while we’re on the topic of madness, can you even begin to suggest the part the demons have in this?”
  


  
    “No,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Except,” said Magnus, “they did manage one thing.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “It just occurred to me that they did force the Star Elves to return to the world of their birth.”
  


  
    “You think that was by design?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “I have no knowledge of design, Father, merely results.”
  


  
    Pug was silent again for a long time then said, “These are the moments I wish Nakor was here.” He paused. “And your mother. We could use their wisdom.”
  


  
    Magnus’s expression turned dark. “We could.”
  


  
    Jim did not know what just passed between father and son and decided against enquiring. He said, “I have never officially been one of you, but you have always treated me with courtesy. Certainly you have no desire to see this bloodshed continue.”
  


  
    “No, in this we are as one,” said Pug.
  


  
    Magnus said, “Be we still lack information and we need to gain more intelligence before we know how to act. Father and I can no doubt tip the balance in a battle: say to defend the walls of Krondor or turn a fleet to a new course, but to end a war takes a willingness on the part of the combatants that is not in evidence now.”
  


  
    “Kesh has aggrieved the Kingdom, certainly, and the Kingdom will seek retribution and to take its land back, of that I have no doubt,” said Jim. He got up from his chair. “Can I rest here for the night, then perhaps you could aid me reaching Rillanon?”
  


  
    “Not Krondor?” said Pug.
  


  
    “Krondor is either safe or not, as it will be, but I must know the King’s mind and gauge the temper of the Congress of Lords. War madness will no doubt be upon many, but some see the West as no significant loss. For all I know some Keshian general is even now playing with the animals in the King’s zoo.”
  


  
    “The King has a zoo?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “A small one,” said Jim. “Near the garden behind the palace, overlooking the river. It’s quite nice, actually.” He stopped, overcome by fatigue. “Moreover, I must begin to find out who has betrayed me, and in so doing, betrayed their nation.”
  


  
    “If indeed, it’s betrayal,” Magnus reminded him, “if magic was employed.”
  


  
    Jim’s eyes closed for a moment. “Apologies. I’m tired and it’s easy to forget. No offence intended, but there are days when I wish I had never heard the word ‘magic’ and had to deal with its confusions and complexities.”
  


  
    Pug chuckled. “I can appreciate that.”
  


  
    Jim said, “What do you think you’ll do next?”
  


  
    “If the Pantathians are in fact back in numbers then they must be sought out.”
  


  
    “I will go, Father,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “You?”
  


  
    “You’re needed here, and if things are coming quickly to crisis, you can’t be away. I can travel faster than you,” Magnus said without boasting, “and you have a more critical task.”
  


  
    Pug looked pained. “Yes, I think I didn’t want to see that.”
  


  
    “What is that task?” asked Jim.
  


  
    “Like you, I must begin to find out who betrayed us.”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-One •


  


  Treachery


  


  



  
    There came a pounding on the door.
  


  
    It was the dead of night, but Hal and Ty were both out of their beds with swords drawn before they were fully awake.
  


  
    Ty pulled open the door to find a servant with a lantern standing there. The man said, “Quickly. My mistress says to dress and come at once.”
  


  
    Both young men hurried to do as they were told and were dressed, with weapons buckled on, and moving down the corridor following the servant within moments.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka was dressed in leather breeches, a heavy woollen shirt, a cloak and a pair of heavy leather boots. “Come,” she said and led them down the stairs.
  


  
    As they reached the front of the large estate house in which they had been guests for a week, both boys heard pounding at the front door and a man’s voice cry, “Open in the name of the King!”
  


  
    They scurried to the back of the house and she showed them to stairs leading down into the basement. The pounding on the front door became more insistent as they reached the bottom. She pointed to a storage shelf and said, “That is a false shelf. Move it to the right and it will swing out. Behind is a safe room. Wait there until I come back.”
  


  
    “What if you don’t come back?” said Ty.
  


  
    “Then things are in far worse shape than I think. If I don’t return by tomorrow, go to your father’s restaurant any way you can. He’ll know what to do.”
  


  
    She hurried back up the stairs as the young men heard angry male voices.
  


  
    “By whose authority—” the voice of Lady Franciezka faded out of hearing range.
  


  
    Ty and Hal found it easy to move the shelf and it did swing away to reveal a hidden room. They entered and lit a single candle, then closed the shelf behind them. Inside, there was only a bed, a stool, and a table. Hal took the stool, leaving the bed for Ty.
  


  
    They sat and said nothing. After a few minutes they could hear the muffled sound of boots on the stairs to the basement, and some indistinguishable voices coming from the other side of the false wall.
  


  
    The search of the basement took about ten minutes, then they heard more steps up the wooden stairs, and finally silence.
  


  
    Hal held up his hand and mouthed, “Wait.”
  


  
    A minute of silence went by, then they heard faint sounds of movement, then fainter creaking on the stairs.
  


  
    Whispering, Hal said, “Leaving someone behind to see if anyone was hiding is what I would do.”
  


  
    Ty smiled. “Sneaky bastard.”
  


  
    “What do you think is going on?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Ty shrugged. “Your guess is no worse than mine.”
  


  
    The night passed slowly and they played “odds and evens” to see who got the bed. Ty won. Hal made do with sleeping on the chair with his feet up on the tiny table, and was rewarded with a night spent dozing while trying not to fall off the chair.
  


  
    They were both awake when the false wall suddenly swung aside and Lady Franciezka stood there, one of the servants beside her holding a lantern. “You may come out now.”
  


  
    Ty said, “Lady, what was that about?”
  


  
    “I was summoned to the castle.” She led them upstairs and back to the kitchen at the rear of the house. “I expect you’re hungry.”
  


  
    “Always,” said Hal with a laugh. “Father says I’ll be as fat as a prize hog if I don’t keep busy.”
  


  
    “Yes, thank you,” said Ty.
  


  
    Food was served with a hot pot of Keshian coffee. “Enjoy that,” she said indicating the steaming black liquid as she poured herself a cup. “The way things are, it may be hard to get in a few weeks.”
  


  
    “What news?”
  


  
    “I was summoned by Lord Worthington.”
  


  
    “Worthington?” said Hal. “Sounds like a man from the Isles.”
  


  
    “Our two nations are closely linked. His forebears were from the Isles, but he is minor nobility of Roldem, very minor.” She let out an aggravated sigh. “He’s a jumped-up, but very ambitious, fellow distantly related to some important nobles, but that’s true of almost anyone with a title on this tiny little island we call home.
  


  
    “But in the last five years he has risen fast and has grown very influential. He is said to control many voices in the most import ant circles of society, and has many friends in the House of Nobles. It’s also rumoured he has a strong desire to see Princess Stephané married off to his son.”
  


  
    “Can’t spite a man for ambition,” said Ty, “but for all of that, how does he get off summoning you? I mean, from what I know, you’re very close to the King yourself.”
  


  
    She looked at Ty with a narrow gaze. “Few people know that, and I would advise you to consider keeping it that way. I am officially a minor court lady, occasionally a lady-in-waiting to the Princess, living on an inheritance from a rich father. I know I am considered desirable—,” she held up her hand, “—none of your childish flattery; I’m not in the mood, don’t have time, and you’re not very good at it, Ty. Now, your father, he could charm the ladies from what I hear, but that’s for another time.
  


  
    “Anyway, Lord Worthington has no idea who I really am, a situation I’d like to continue. I have seen many ambitious lords come and go, especially when the two princes were in their young ‘I love everyone when I’m drinking’ phase of life. The list of suitors for the Princess is breathtaking, so normally I would expect to see Lord Worthington spend his brief days, a few months perhaps, in the glory of the King’s sun then fade back into gloomy obscurity, but there is nothing normal about these times.” She took a deep breath. “For the duration of this emergency, by the King’s order, Lord Worthington has been named Chancellor of Roldem, with extraordinary powers.”
  


  
    “But what of the old Chancellor?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Suddenly retired, apparently, and he never had the powers granted to Worthington.”
  


  
    “You suspect him of—”
  


  
    “I suspect everyone right now, except for you two, and only because you—” she pointed at Hal, “are vouched for by someone I trust implicitly, and you—” she pointed at Ty, “because I’ve known your father since I was a child. Everyone else right now is suspect.”
  


  
    Ty detected something in her voice. “What is it?”
  


  
    “Worthington has declared martial law.”
  


  
    The two young men exchanged glances, and Hal said, “With the Keshian fleet anchored off the harbour mouth that’s not entirely unreasonable.”
  


  
    “With Kesh sending love poems to Roldem, indicating that their business is with the Isles, yes it is. It creates strife and engenders fear and panic where none need exist. Moreover, he’s secured the palace. No one enters or leaves without the Lord Chancellor’s writ.”
  


  
    Ty said, “Does that mean the King and his family…”
  


  
    “Are virtual prisoners within their own villas in the heart of the palace. No one can get near them without the Lord Chancellor’s permission.”
  


  
    “The King approves of this?”
  


  
    Lady Franciezka’s blue eyes flashed. “How would I know? No one can get near the King to ask him, save with Worthington’s seal on a pass.”
  


  
    “What of Constantine and Albér?”
  


  
    “On their ships, at anchor in the harbour, under ‘protection’ by the King’s Own Royal Marines.”
  


  
    “Grandy?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “The young general has gone missing,” she said with a smile.
  


  
    “You know where he is!” Ty looked delighted.
  


  
    “No, but I think I do, and I will know if I’m right in a few days.”
  


  
    “And the Princess?” asked Hal, and Ty threw a glance at him.
  


  
    “With her mother and father,” said Lady Franciezka. “You let me worry about her. I saw the way you two young peacocks strutted when presented to the royal family. She is the prize young hen in Roldem, in the entire Sea of Kingdoms, and I’m not about to let either one of you romantic fools get any closer to her than I am allowing Worthington’s son. She will marry the next King of the Isles or highest-ranking duke’s son I can find.
  


  
    “This war has shown that Kesh is flexing its muscle again and if the Isles survives they must be made whole, and quickly. For Kesh without the Isles means Roldem’s end eventually. It’s that simple.”
  


  
    She stood up. “Finish what you will, then rest. Ty, I want you to leave after breakfast and find your father. Ensure that all is well and ask what he has heard from Jommy, Servan, or whoever else might have news of Prince Grandy, but be discreet. Make sure no one, and I mean no one— not friends, not trusted household staff, no matter how long they’ve been with you— no one overhears you. Hal, you’ll stay here one more night. It should be safe.”
  


  
    “Then what?”
  


  
    “We move you. Someone wants you dead or captured, that’s certain, and my men have no idea who. Those men who attacked you are not known to us; they are not agents of Kesh, the Isles, or anywhere else we know of. Nor are they local thugs for hire. After asking everyone we can think of, we found they came into the city by ship just before war broke out.”
  


  
    Hal didn’t know what to say so he just sat back in his chair. “Very well.” After a second he asked, “Have you anything here I might read? It’s tiresome being alone in a room.”
  


  
    “I have books.” She looked at him. “I may have to reappraise you, young lord from the wild frontiers. There may be more to you than meets the eye.”
  


  
    She rose and the young men stood up and bowed. When she left they sat down again and returned to finishing their meal.
  


  
    “She’s quite something,” Hal said at last.
  


  
    “My father once told me she was dangerous. I guess he knew of what he spoke.”
  


  
    Hal scratched at his cheek. “Did we really act like peacocks?”
  


  
    Ty grinned widely. “You did. I was a perfect gentleman.”
  


  
    Hal took a linen napkin and threw it at him.
  


  
    Sandreena rode with three other knights along the trade road from Durbin to Land’s End. As expected she had been halted by Keshian forces moving against the Kingdom three times since they had left Durbin. Her position as a Knight-Adamant of the Temple gave her a certain carte blanche when it came to travelling through such conflicts, for neither nation wished to earn the enmity of any temple, especially one with as powerful and influential a martial Order as the Temple of Dala. If need arose Grand Master Creegan could field more than four hundred veteran knights, a force that could tip many battles, if he felt one side was dominating, and at the moment the Keshians certainly appeared to have the upper hand.
  


  
    All Sandreena did was to acquaint any Keshian officers who sought to impede her travel with the fact that the High Priest of Dala in Kesh was personally interceding with the Emperor to cease hostilities and allow the temple to take a role in resolving further conflict.
  


  
    This time she faced a different impediment. A full legion of Keshian soldiers, not the traditional Dog Soldiers of the northern command, but an Imperial Legion with all the trappings: camels as well as horse cavalry, siege engines, a luggage train stretching back two days’ march, camp-followers and merchants numbering nearly as many as the fighting men. All were athwart the caravan trail and the commander was disinclined to allow anyone, for any reason, to cross the frontier.
  


  
    Looking annoyed at having to deal with this, the commander had come out of his tent to regard the four Knights-Adamant as they sat astride their mounts. He was an ideal model of a Keshian Legion Commander. His armour was of polished black lacquer, his helmet crowned by a dyed red horsehair plume; he wore a black cuirass, with black leather pauldrons, a black skirt, and shining knee-high boots. His breast was emblazoned with a relief of a snarling lion’s head, signifying that this was one of the Inner Legions, rarely seen outside the immediate vicinity of the Overn Deep. With barely contained irritation, he said, “I have nothing but respect for your Order—”
  


  
    Sandreena pushed up her faceplate. All four had been wearing full helms, not her personal preference, but necessary for this journey.
  


  
    “—Sister.”
  


  
    “Sergeant, Commander,” Sandreena interrupted. “I’m a Sergeant Knight-Adamant.”
  


  
    “Sergeant, then,” he amended, looking frustrated. “As you can see I have a war to conduct, and as I was about to say, I have nothing but respect for your Order, but I cannot permit potential combatants for the other side to cross the field uncontested. I know enough of your practices to believe you will be behind the barricades at Land’s End when we move on it.”
  


  
    “Commander, normally that would be the case, but in this instance I am under orders to take ship from Land’s End to another destination with utmost urgency. I will not be lingering to oppose your assault on a weaker position, no matter how much it might be in my nature to do so. You have my oath, by the Goddess, that I will not be stopping in Land’s End for any longer than it takes to eat a meal and secure transportation.”
  


  
    He calculated. For her to be seeking a boat from Land’s End meant a destination somewhere up the coast between Port Vykor and Ylith. If that was true, it made no difference to his efforts. “If you will swear you will give no information on our disposition, nor advice to the enemy, then you may ride on.”
  


  
    “Commander, the only advice I might give to any Kingdom officer I meet would be to quit his position and make haste to Port Vykor and hide behind the King’s navy there. For in all my travels I have never seen such an army as you command here today.”
  


  
    He nodded. He wasn’t entirely sure if that was a compliment or not. He waved over one of his guardsmen and said, “Escort them through the line and permit them to pass over to the Kingdom side.”
  


  
    They walked their horses behind the guardsman who took them through the camp. The sheer number of soldiers was impressive and Sandreena knew that only the Prince’s Army in Krondor could withstand the siege this commander would bring. Everything between here and Krondor would eventually be swept away. And for the Kingdom to drive out the invaders another army in support of Krondor would have to arrive from the East. The last time the Armies of the East had appeared in the Western Realm had been over a century before to meet the Tsurani invasion. And before that war was over, a king died.
  


  
    Sandreena and her companions reached the barricades and she noted they were nothing more than straw bales upon which dozens of pikes and spears had been lain. She took this as an indication that the Keshians expected no counterattack. A sudden appearance of even a small company of horse archers with flaming arrows and the front line of this army would be beating a hasty retreat. It wouldn’t help the war, thought Sandreena, but it would be amusing to watch.
  


  
    The no-man’s land between the Keshian army and the outer defences at Land’s End was over two miles, which was from Sandreena’s point of view a good indicator that the Keshians were not in any hurry to advance. If you wish to sack a town, you move on it. Any student of warcraft knew that. If it was a walled city or other fortification you surrounded it. You did not permit reinforcements easy access, or those in the town easy escape.
  


  
    There was something decidedly odd about this war, but Sandreena had yet to put her finger on what it was.
  


  
    Right now her mind was on her current plight, and her annoyance with her companions wearing the garb of her Order was constant. The three other men were Black Caps. Nazir, their leader, had promised to reveal what he knew about the demon presence on Midkemia and why Dahun had provoked a massive war in the demon realm for the sole purpose of sneaking into Midkemia in human guise, but he refused to tell Sandreena.
  


  
    He would only speak directly to Pug and the Conclave.
  


  
    Sandreena had taken the better part of a day deciding, but he had been intractable. His small loyal band of Black Caps, the last “true” Nighthawks, were quite capable of vanishing into the night, never to be found again unless they chose to be found. Better to deal with him now when he was in a mood than later when he was not, she decided.
  


  
    But getting him through the lines into the Kingdom was risky. Smugglers who could do it by boat were few and far between, and after consultation, this charade seemed the most straightforward method.
  


  
    They walked their horses to within sight of the Kingdom pickets who had alerted their command by the time Sandreena and her companions reached their lines. A young militia lieutenant said, “Your business?”
  


  
    Sandreena pushed up her helm. “I am Sandreena, Sergeant Knight-Adamant of the Order of the Shield of the Weak. I have been given orders to come to Land’s End and take a boat north.”
  


  
    “Orders by whom?”
  


  
    She smiled indulgently. “By the Grand Master of the Shield.”
  


  
    He clearly did not know what to do. After a moment, he said, “Wait here.”
  


  
    He ran off and Sandreena looked around. Wherever the small army of Land’s End might be, it wasn’t here. The barony of Land’s End was one of the poorest and least important in the Kingdom, save for the fact that it was the last town of size before leaving the Kingdom and entering Kesh. But it was part of the Principality of Krondor, specifically under the care of the Duke of the Southern Marches, Lord Sutherland, who was headquartered in Port Vykor. His mandate precluded giving up this town and pulling back to a stronger position, which was the expedient thing to do. Instead he had to make a show of defending it, which meant leaving a lot of ill-trained local boys and old men to fight against a trained army.
  


  
    A few minutes later, the young officer returned. When he grew near, Sandreena asked, “What did your father say?”
  


  
    The boy said, “My fath—” His eyes narrowed. “The Baron said for you to come to the command centre.”
  


  
    “And where is that?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “The big house up on the hill,” he answered quietly, obvious feeling self-conscious.
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    As they rode away she heard Nazir ask, “The Baron’s son?”
  


  
    “A lucky guess,” said Sandreena. “He looked the eager type who’d convinced his father to let him man the barricades. Not a lot of locals with military experience serving in the militia. The real soldiers are up with Sutherland in Port Vykor.”
  


  
    Nazir said, “These poor fools won’t even slow the Keshians.”
  


  
    “This is their home,” was all Sandreena said in response.
  


  
    The Baron’s estate was easy enough to find, being the only large estate house overlooking the town. From a vantage point it was clearly visible from the road and they took the ride up to the house. Sandreena was struck by its construction. It was close to a villa in style, but two storeys tall. A low stone wall surrounded the estate, to keep sheep and cattle from wandering around, rather than to repel any invading army.
  


  
    This was a community that had known a relative peace despite being on the frontier. It was clear it was a place no one else wanted.
  


  
    Servants came out, looking oddly comic in ill-fitting tabards bearing the crest of Land’s End: a stylized stone keep on an up-thrust rock, white tower, black rock, and deep olive green background.
  


  
    Sandreena said, “Wait here,” and if Nazir didn’t care to be left out, he kept his own counsel. On this journey he was at her mercy and he knew it.
  


  
    Sandreena entered the estate building and was appalled at what a musty, dreary old shambles of a place it was. She knew Land’s End to be a backwater, but surely they could afford better than this.
  


  
    The Baron was standing in front of a fire in his office, and by the massive roaring flame and the pile of parchments and papers he was feeding into it, didn’t plan on staying long. He glanced up and said, “You’re the woman who was rude to my officer?”
  


  
    “I’m the woman who told your son to mind his manners,” she returned, then almost as an afterthought, added, “my lord.”
  


  
    “You came through the Keshian lines?”
  


  
    “Yes, my lord.”
  


  
    There was a resemblance between the Baron and his son: both were round-faced, but whereas the boy simply looked callow, this man looked already in ruin from excessive drink and food. And the way he kept staring at Sandreena, despite her armour, road dirt and less than charming behaviour, told her he was a lecher as well. Despite being less than fifty, he looked a man of sixty years or more. His armour would have appeared comic if it wasn’t so worthy of pity.
  


  
    She put aside her personal, instantaneous dislike of the man and said, “I have seen the entire Keshian army arrayed against you, my lord, on my travel to Land’s End.”
  


  
    The Baron didn’t even flinch: he kept on throwing documents into the fire. “They mustn’t have any of these,” he said. “These are vital to Kingdom security.”
  


  
    More than likely a record of bribes paid and taken, accounts of taxes withheld from the Crown and other felonious activities. Sandreena merely said, “They don’t seem to be in a hurry. I think you have ample time to destroy all your… sensitive papers, my lord.”
  


  
    “Are you sure?”
  


  
    “They are dug in, my lord.”
  


  
    “Ah, afraid to advance,” he said suddenly infused with false bravado. Then he returned to the edge of panic. “Are they waiting for reinforcements?”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “My lord, they appeared content to wait upon orders, perhaps from the Emperor himself, to advance. But they have ample forces in the field deployed against your position and can advance with little difficulty. If I may suggest, you might do well, once you’ve finished denying them this critical intelligence, to remove yourself and your forces to Port Vykor. Lord Sutherland’s commanders could certainly use the help.”
  


  
    “Are you certain?”
  


  
    “Most assuredly,” she said. She knew that he would use this as his sole reason to abandon his home and run like a scalded rabbit up to Vykor. At least it saved him the pain of leaving his son to die on the barricade while he ran, assuming he was capable of feeling parental love. She knew many fathers who did not.
  


  
    She saw his calculating expression and realized that when he reported to whoever was in charge at Vykor, he would claim he had been ordered to withdraw, by someone whose name he could not recall, but a knight of some sort, bearing heraldic badges (he would neglect to recall they were temple badges without any rank or standing within the King’s Army of the West).
  


  
    “Now, to the business of your being here,” he said.
  


  
    “I need a boat.”
  


  
    “Well, I won’t stand in your way. Go to the docks and see what’s there. I suspect everything that floats is already heading north, but if you can find one you’re free to buy or hire it.”
  


  
    Sandreena thought of several things to say, none of them respectful, thought better of it and said, “If your dock warden is doing his job, my lord, he’ll need authorization from you to permit a boat to leave.”
  


  
    The pasty-faced man blinked for a moment, then said, “Oh, yes, that.”
  


  
    He stopped tossing documents into the fire, reached out and took a blank sheet of parchment from a stack and scrawled a hasty note. When the ink was dry, he picked up a candle and melted a dollop of wax on it, into which he pressed his baronial signet ring. “There, that should suffice, I think,” he said as he handed the document to Sandreena.
  


  
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said and withdrew.
  


  
    As she left the building she realized they could have ridden past straight on to the harbour and no one would have noticed or even cared. And she could probably have bullied the dock warden. Assuming he was still at his post and not sailing north as any wise man should.
  


  
    As expected, the dock warden was absent, and there were few boats left, but one enterprising owner smelled a panic coming soon and was determined to get the most out of the situation as possible. Sandreena knew if the world caught flame, people like this would be trying to sell water.
  


  
    She quickly convinced him to take her where she wanted to go in exchange for a fair price: the four horses, three sets of arms and armour, and staying on her good side. It was a single-masted, lateen-rigged coaster easily crewed by two men, designed to ferry cargo and people to and from larger ships at anchor, but it would serve.
  


  
    The trip was straightforward. They beat a tack up the coast as the Keshian fleet was lying off to the north-west, in a line that ran to the south of Queg, and then when they were far enough away and the Quegan sails could not be seen, they turned their course for Sorcerers’ Isle. As they were sailing on the Kingdom side of the line with an almost-illegible scrawled note from the Baron of Land’s End, Sandreena thought it unlikely that any Kingdom captain would prevent them from reaching their destination.
  


  
    Sandreena ordered Nazir and his two bodyguards to divest themselves of their false gear and they were now dressed like the thugs she thought them to be.
  


  
    The wind was favourable and they made the journey in less than three days, a half-day earlier than expected. Nazir and his companions slept on the deck with the captain and his one deckhand, while Sandreena occupied the solitary berth below but, given the stench in the cabin, she considered the others had got the better part of the bargain.
  


  
    The captain deposited them in the waist-deep surf, as close as he was willing to get to avoid the risk of the boat getting beached.
  


  
    By the time they got out of the water, three men waited to greet them. “Pug, Jim, Magnus,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “Greetings,” said Pug. “Who are your friends?”
  


  
    She laughed. “Hardly that, but they are under my protection and you should listen to them.” She turned to her companions and indicated the first of them. “This is Nazir. He is the leader of the group I ran afoul of down in Kesh: the Black Caps.”
  


  
    Jim said, “The ones that beat you, raped you, and threw you over a cliff?”
  


  
    She nodded.
  


  
    “You’re more forgiving than I am,” said Jim.
  


  
    “Hardly that, but we have a truce and I’ll honour it, and I expect you to as well.”
  


  
    He put up his hands, indicating he was willing to abide by her decision.
  


  
    “The Black Caps are also a splinter of another group you know very well, Pug: the Nighthawks.”
  


  
    Pug’s brow furrowed, and he looked from face to face. Finally Nazir, the man in the middle, said, “What she says is true. I have an offer for you.”
  


  
    “You know who I am?”
  


  
    “Of course. Pug, the Black Sorcerer. We are trained to know our enemies.”
  


  
    “What do you offer, and what do you expect?”
  


  
    “I offer truth, and I expect only this: that when you hear me out, you arrange for transportation for myself and my men to a tiny little corner of the Empire which is relatively calm, where I will be content to hide until this insanity is over. After that, feel free to come looking for me and my brethren. You will not find us.”
  


  
    “No more than that?”
  


  
    “No amnesty, no pardon, no forgiveness. Just a head start.”
  


  
    “Very well,” said Pug. “If we hear truth from you.”
  


  
    “Oh, that you will. As I told Sandreena, this is something you need to know, you more than anyone else, for while others will want to know what I am about to tell you, you alone can prevent utter destruction.
  


  
    “I know why Dahun was trying to enter Midkemia in disguise and what he was fleeing from.”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Two •


  


  Awakening


  


  



  
    Child screamed in defiance.
  


  
    Her small force arrayed behind her, every weapon they possessed presented. Those who were magically enabled began either defensive or offensive spells as they had been instructed and the flyers sprang into the sky of this alien world.
  


  
    Another band of demons, this one ragged and dispirited, backed into a defensible position, ready for combat. They were thin and weak, but they would fight with whatever ferocity was left to them and Child wished no injuries to her followers.
  


  
    She signalled and her band attacked. It was over almost as soon as it began, as her bull-headed males charged. They could withstand the feeble claws and fangs of those in the enemy’s vanguard, while the magic-casters were struck by her flyers, interrupting their conjurations. It was a quick battle and scant feast afterwards, but any food was better than starvation.
  


  
    She had come into this world through the portal and as soon as she had entered she had known she was in a different plane of reality. This place reminded her of the savage lands in her own world, but only superficially. It was rocky, barren, and strewn with volcanoes that spewed pillars of dark smoke and ash into the air, colouring the sky red and orange during the day and providing a canopy that hid the stars at night.
  


  
    There were demons everywhere, small pockets of them who fought over every scrap on this world. Newly come to this realm, Child and her retinue were more powerful than any they faced. The problem was that those they consumed provided the barest sustenance. She and Belog had thought that this world was in the mortal realm, a place demons had visited repeatedly, but one which was reputed to be abundant with life energy, providing endless feasting. But this planet was hardly that.
  


  
    The week before they had found a valley, and across it were strewn banners and other remnants of a mighty battle. Certain corners of it were blasted as if mighty magical spells had been used and weapons of all sorts littered the landscape.
  


  
    Upon a rise overlooking the valley was a faded, tattered banner that Belog claimed to have borne the mark of Maarg. Yet as long as Maarg was reputed to have vanished, this battle could only have occurred much more recently. Leather harnesses still retained their form, cloth tatters still waved as banner poles swayed in the acrid breezes. The acids in the air would have destroyed them long ago had this army been present when Maarg vanished. This was proof of a far more recent struggle.
  


  
    Belog had said, “Perhaps this is where he came. Perhaps his army raged across this world for years, decades. Now he is finally gone, having consumed all in his gluttony.”
  


  
    “But that is not the case,” said Child. “Not all is gone. Most, but not all.”
  


  
    “Perceptive,” said Belog.
  


  
    “We are at a place between,” she said. “Between?”
  


  
    “I can smell the lingering aroma of blood that is not demon, the blood of lesser beings, yet still so savoury!”
  


  
    “Savoury perhaps,” agreed Belog, “but hardly satisfying unless we have more. We are weakening: every day we are growing weaker.”
  


  
    “How do we stay strong?”
  


  
    “Magic, eating,” he said.
  


  
    She closed her eyes and said nothing, extending senses she hardly understood, then her eyes snapped open and she pointed, “That way!”
  


  
    She led them through a long valley to an abandoned, ancient castle. She closed her eyes again. “Many lesser beings once resided here.”
  


  
    “What is this place?” asked one of the male demons.
  


  
    Child snarled and the other fell silent. “Do not speak!” she commanded and the other demon realized he had barely survived. He quickly lowered his eyes in the sign of submission.
  


  
    Despite the young male’s apparent subservience, Belog realized he was now physically strong enough to contest Child for the leadership. He had presumed himself above the others because he was the male with whom she mated most frequently, which in itself seemed strange, because mating required energy that could be harboured. It was as if she was seeking something in the act itself.
  


  
    “Come,” said Child. “We have a distance to travel.”
  


  
    How did she know? Belog wondered.
  


  
    They came to a large complex of buildings, and from the skeletons scattered everywhere, the abandoned arms and armour, it had clearly been the scene of a vicious struggle.
  


  
    “They fought to protect this place,” said Child.
  


  
    “Who?” asked Belog.
  


  
    “The taredhel,” said Child. “Those elves who called themselves the Clans of the Seven Stars. This was the nexus of their transportation from world to world. This place is called Hub.”
  


  
    “How do you know this?” asked Belog.
  


  
    “I do not know.”
  


  
    They moved along a broad street to a building at the end. Child climbed the broad steps and entered a huge room containing a circle of devices, each set upon a large round base. Two gracefully curving arms of wood and metal rose from the base inscribing a massive circle. One at the back of the room dwarfed the others.
  


  
    “That one,” she said, “was the first, from a world called ‘Andcardia.’ We troubled them there first, and last. It was their final refuge before they fled to another world.”
  


  
    Belog looked around the dark room and said, “But we cannot follow.”
  


  
    Child said, “We can. Just not through here.” She looked slowly around the room. “We would not wish to. The elves would have death awaiting any who came through.” The last was said with a tone conveying she expected him to know that already.
  


  
    Belog sighed quietly. She had now moved beyond his ability to comprehend. She knew things she could not know. She recounted things she had not been witness to, and she grasped things that should be beyond her capacity. She was unique. Yet there was something also familiar about her, as if he had known her for a very long time. He found that puzzling, as well.
  


  
    She turned and left, bidding the others to follow or not as they wished. Here only death remained.
  


  
    They wandered through broken lands and burning lands without a hint of life. Armies of demons had ravaged one another in battles of titanic proportions leaving only a few bones and scattered weapons covered by windblown dust. Banners long shredded by those acrid winds had tatters snapping angrily in a bitter breeze as a glowering orange sun rose to greet another lifeless day.
  


  
    Mounting the summit of a range of small hills, Child looked down into the shallowed valley below and said, “There. It awaits.”
  


  
    “What is it?” asked Belog.
  


  
    “Can’t you see it?” She looked at him with genuine confusion.
  


  
    “See what, Child?”
  


  
    “Come. I’ll show you.”
  


  
    She marched down the slope with the remaining members of her band. There were fewer of them than when they had arrived. One flyer had misjudged how close he could come to a seemingly benign hillock only to be consumed in flame when the crest exploded with volcanic violence.
  


  
    Another stumbled on a narrow trail, injuring himself in the fall and was devoured by the rest. Child had torn the throat out of the presumptuous male after their last mating, when he had dared to question her leadership. She had devoured him alone, provoking sullen envy in the others, but they failed to realize that act prolonged their lives. Two others had had a falling out and fought, sustaining wounds, and the smell of blood and the unleashed rage swept aside all inhibitions and the others fell on them and feasted.
  


  
    Now there were six besides Child and Belog. One flyer, one male, and four magic-users.
  


  
    They trudged down the hillside, fatigue visiting again like an unwelcome companion. Hunger was rising up inside as well.
  


  
    They came to the centre of the little valley and Child said, “Behold.”
  


  
    Belog said, “Child, we see nothing.”
  


  
    “You do not see a portal, hanging in the air as if beckoning?” Her tone was impatient, as if she expected more of them.
  


  
    “No,” said one of the magic-users, risking his leader’s wrath. “Not by eyes or arts can I see.”
  


  
    She looked at Belog. “You?” He strained as if trying to see. “No, nothing, Child.”
  


  
    With an odd, exasperated tone she said, “I see it as clearly as I see that rock over there.” She pointed to a boulder.
  


  
    “What is it you see?” asked Belog.
  


  
    “As I said, a portal. An energy vortex that will lead us from this place to another.”
  


  
    “Which place, Child?” asked her first teacher.
  


  
    “I expected more of you,” she chided. “There is nothing for us here. Here I will eventually devour all of you then myself perish from hunger. There is perhaps a better place on the other side of that portal, but it can be no worse than here. Even a quick death is better than a long, lingering, painful one.”
  


  
    With that, she turned and unleashed a shimmering bolt of silver-blue force, that struck the flyer and the male, sending them senseless to the ground, and shocking the magic-users to immobility. She leapt upon the powerful male, who was just regaining his feet. He had scant time to defend himself before she had her fangs in his neck.
  


  
    The flyer scrambled backward, still dazed, and as Child overpowered the male, the flyer leapt to the skies, speeding away as quickly as his wings would enable him.
  


  
    Child tore out the male’s throat then turned to Belog. “Feast, but harbour your energies well. Master your hunger and feed your mind. Leave your body as it is.”
  


  
    He fell to and began to devour the huge dead demon. Her instructions were clear but it took all his conscious effort not to let his body grow, not to build more muscle and sinew, but rather to feed only his intellect. Only his training as an Archivist kept his feeding frenzy under control.
  


  
    Now Child devoured the magic-users, eating their brains first while their knowledge of magic still lingered. When she finished, she lingered over their bodies.
  


  
    When the orgy of feeding was over Child stood and looked around. “What a wretched place, indeed.” Turning to the portal only she had been able to see, she said, “Do you perceive it now?”
  


  
    Belog stood and she noticed his posture had changed, as if somehow his mind had made a shift to a new set of memories, habits, and inclinations, so that even the act of walking had become different.
  


  
    He grinned. “Ah, now I do.”
  


  
    She reached out to him. “Take my hand.”
  


  
    She led him into what looked like a step from one place to another.
  


  
    And suddenly they were somewhere else. It was a long road, wide enough for a decent-sized caravan to travel, but on all sides a grey nothingness spread out. Every so often on either side, portals were present.
  


  
    “Where is this place?” asked Belog.
  


  
    She did not answer his question but merely pointed and said, “That way.”
  


  
    She led him down the Hall of Worlds.
  


  
    Pug regarded Nazir with a cold stare. “You live only because of Sandreena’s guarantee of safe conduct, and as we agreed on the beach, if I hear truth from you, I will grant you safe conduct away from this island. After that you’ll be hunted.”
  


  
    “Fair enough,” said the leader of the Nighthawks. “I’ve spoken to your friend about the history of my brotherhood; should you care to know it, she will convey it to you.” He nodded to Sandreena, who stood quietly in the corner, just behind Pug’s seat. In another corner, Amirantha observed without comment.
  


  
    “Let me begin here by saying that more than a century ago, there arose within the Nighthawks a faction that became embroiled with a cult of demon worshippers. Promises were made and in the main they were delivered, so more and more of the Brotherhood of Assassins fell under their sway. Those of us who did not, let us say we saw how the wind blew and kept our concerns to ourselves.
  


  
    “Given your legendary reputation, Pug of Sorcerer’s Isle, I have no doubt you’re well aware of the events that took place over a hundred years ago in that very fortress where you destroyed the demon gate recently. That was the first attempt at a summoning of a demon lord.” He stopped. “There is much to say. Might I have some wine?”
  


  
    Pug said, “Bring water,” and sat back.
  


  
    Nazir shrugged as if it were of no importance. “What none of my brethren knew was that those in league with the demons were using them, giving them small gifts in exchange for blindly following orders. That fellow you called Jimmy the Hand, who later became Lord James, he nearly single-handedly destroyed us with his meddling in our first summoning, but while he set back that faction and harmed the Nighthawks severely, he also served the demons.”
  


  
    “How?” asked Pug, now genuinely curious.
  


  
    “He gave the demon faction an excuse. There were things those in the Nighthawks not already serving the demons wanted: powerful magic, devices of great art, things to raise up the Brotherhood until empires trembled at our name, but now we had an enemy, a talented, insidious enemy, Lord James and his agents. It gave us a unifying motive: a common enemy.
  


  
    “For decades James and his intelligence service were our excuse when we met with failure. And most of the Brotherhood accepted this: all our success was ascribed to our demonic benefactor; all failure to Kingdom spies, Keshian spies as well, and later spies from Roldem. But there were enough victories— gold, blood, women— to keep the Brotherhood from turning their backs completely on the demon cult. But slowly the demon servants again rose to dominate the Brotherhood. And they provided us with much.”
  


  
    “Such as?”
  


  
    “The usual. Wealth, power, influence.” Nazir shrugged.
  


  
    A tray was brought in and he was given a mug of cold water. He drank deeply, obviously thirsty, then nodded and Magnus refilled his mug.
  


  
    “Where was I? Oh, yes, the demon cult came again into the ascendancy, and those of us who treasured our family traditions went deeper underground. But there came a moment when several of us, myself especially, had to be convinced by the demon worshippers to lend our support to that monstrous undertaking you so wonderfully ruined down in Kesh. It took all our considerable wealth and calling in most of the favours owed us by others.”
  


  
    “Favours?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “An official who marked down a shipment of tools heading to our camp as farm implements; workers gathered by slavers— though you freed most of them. We also needed safe passage through the desert to the Valley of Lost Men, which meant knowing when patrols were due out of the local garrisons; that sort of thing.
  


  
    “I agreed to the demon cult’s request, but only if I were to know the real reason behind all this insanity.” He took another drink of water.
  


  
    “Continue,” prodded Pug.
  


  
    “I loved many of my brethren among the demon cult, seeing them as no more or less misguided than that lovely woman who escorted us here—” he indicated Sandreena who gave him a sour look. “To give over your entire life to one thing is to deny yourself so many other pleasures.” He shrugged. “But people do as they do. That is when I was told a story, and it is for that story I will expect my freedom.”
  


  
    “You have been promised your safe passage anywhere we can take you.”
  


  
    Suddenly Nazir smiled. “I think I need more than that.”
  


  
    Pug came out of his chair. “What?”
  


  
    “It occurs to me that your Conclave of Shadows has cost me and my brotherhood dearly, Pug. It is not enough we just be deposited somewhere quiet. We need a few things to make our life bearable.”
  


  
    “Such as?”
  


  
    “Gold, enough to buy comfort and security.”
  


  
    “How much?”
  


  
    “A hundred thousand Kingdom sovereigns would be sufficient, I imagine.”
  


  
    Pug sat back down. “I’m sure. Where would you expect us to get a sum like that? That’s taxes in the Western Realm for ten years.”
  


  
    “You have the largest group of magic-users in the world, Pug. Someone must be able to find gold with a spell or turn base metal into gold, or just create something to sell for gold.”
  


  
    Pug looked as if he had tasted something bitter. “And if we don’t comply?”
  


  
    “You can kill me now if that is your pleasure. It is not import ant, because you and I need one another.” Nazir smiled like a gambling man whose winning card has been dealt. “I’ll amend my demands, then. If we survive, then you’ll pay me.”
  


  
    “Survive?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    Nazir looked at Pug’s son. “My friend, what I know is simple. There is something out there which makes the Demon Kings tremble. It puts fear into the very gods themselves, and if you do not defeat its purposes, then all here is lost anyway, and dead with gold is no better than dead without gold. Dead is dead.”
  


  
    “What is this thing they fear?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “They call it the Darkness.”
  


  
    Pug sat back and the blood drained from his face. He remembered a time when he had heard that phrase, but in the Tsurani tongue, and he knew what it had meant at that time. The mad Pantathian Serpent Priests had sought to bring into this sphere of reality their lost “goddess” the Dragon Lord Alma-Lodaka, she who had created them. What they actually brought in was the disembodied essence of another, by the name of Draken-Korin, the Lord of Tigers, who was defeated by Tomas at the battle beneath the city of Sethanon. But even more unexpected had been the appearance of a Dreadlord, who had battled with the great dragon who had become the Oracle of Aal.
  


  
    Calmly Pug said, “If we survive, I’ll pay your price. You have my word.”
  


  
    Magnus looked at his father with surprise, but said nothing.
  


  
    Nazir said, “Then know this. The father of all irony is that Dahun sought to sneak into this world in the guise of the mad magician Belasco. You and his brother—” he indicated Amirantha, “saw through the ruse and destroyed both of them. But Dahun did not come here as a conqueror. He came as a supplicant, to seek out the most powerful magic-users in this realm.” He waved his hand around the room. “He was going to ask them for help.” He laughed. “He wanted to beg you for protection, Pug. For the Darkness was day by day destroying his world.”
  


  
    Pug cried, “Amirantha! Get that book.”
  


  
    The warlock didn’t need to be asked which book it was Pug wanted. He hurried to his quarters where he found Gulamendis poring over the very tome. Unceremoniously he pulled the massive volume off the table and said, “Come along. You’ll want to hear this.”
  


  
    They both returned in haste to Pug’s quarters, and Amirantha laid the book down. It was the Libri Demonicus Amplus Tantus, literally the Really Big Demon Book. It was both large in size and vast in scope. As bad as some of the scholarship in it was, some parts were brilliant and accurate. The trick had been puzzling out which was which.
  


  
    “The map,” Pug said, and Amirantha set about unfolding the huge map that was attached to the book, glued inside the front cover. Amirantha laid it out and everyone in the room looked down on it.
  


  
    The map was laid out as if the demon realm were a massive disc, with a large circle in the middle. In the ancient Quegan dialect employed to write this tome were the words Ater Irritius.
  


  
    “There,” pointed Nazir, his finger stabbing the centre of the map. “That is what they fear.”
  


  
    Amirantha said, “We translated that to mean ‘void.’”
  


  
    “It may,” said Nazir. “I speak no Quegan, modern or ancient, but they call it ‘Darkness.’”
  


  
    It was Pug who said, “It means both. And now I understand fully…”
  


  
    Before he could speak again, Nazir said, “What is this?” his finger circled the edge of the void.
  


  
    Amirantha said, “The Demon Kingdoms, from what we can translate. There seems to be a group in a ring about this void, called the First Kingdoms, then around that a second ring, called the Second Kingdoms. Then come the Savage Kingdoms, and around the edge what is called the Mad Lands.”
  


  
    “Well, it’s an old map,” said Nazir. “Because Dahun’s kingdom is being devoured by the Darkness.” He looked at Pug. “There aren’t any First Kingdoms. They are all gone.”
  


  
    Pug closed his eyes for a moment. Then he nodded. To Sandreena he said, “If you don’t mind, escort Nazir back to his room and have someone keep an eye on him. Then please return. I’m going to need to send messages to your temple and the others.”
  


  
    After Nazir was gone, Magnus said, “What is it, Father?”
  


  
    Pug sighed. “All the signs were there. All the way back to the Riftwar when Tomas and I were looking for your grandfather. Right up to the struggle with the Dasati, the capture and imprisonment of their gods, the false Death God and… It’s the Dread. They’re destroying the demon realm and seeking a way back here.”
  


  
    A silence fell over the room.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Three •


  


  Arrival


  


  



  
    The horse stumbled.
  


  
    Martin almost lost his balance and forced himself awake. “We’re almost there,” he heard Bethany say. At her side rode Brendan.
  


  
    Martin glanced at both of them and said, “Sorry.”
  


  
    Bethany said, “You’ve been without rest for most of a week, Martin. It’s no wonder you’re falling asleep in the saddle.”
  


  
    They were coming down out of the foothills on the road to Ylith. They had passed one outpost already manned by local militia who looked barely able to hold their pikes, let alone use them effectively. When challenged he had merely answered they were “the muster from Crydee,” and they had ridden past without pause, the sentries showing no inclination to challenge them any further.
  


  
    Riding slowly by the makeshift barricades— two long lines of overturned wagons, covered with sandbags and hay bales lashed down with tarps— Martin could barely repress a shudder. The design was basic, two lines from opposite sides of the road, forming an “S” in the road that a rider could walk his mount through while a galloping rider would be unable to navigate it. Some would-be military genius in this lot had decided not to block the entire road, in case someone needed to pass by. Sound logic, until one realized that the Keshians would merely pull up, start shooting arrows until the defenders fled, then quietly ride past at a slow posting trot.
  


  
    The three days since encountering Brendan and the men had been sombre ones. Both brothers were mourning the loss of their father and fearful for the fate of their mother. They prayed the women had reached Elvandar and were under the protection of the Elf Queen and Lord Tomas.
  


  
    As they reached the heights above the city they could see the situation. Kingdom ships were mostly absent, save for a few luggers, fishing boats and some small ferries, all nestled against the docks or anchored close in. Out to the south some sails could be seen on the horizon but Martin didn’t know if they were Kingdom, Keshian, or Quegan.
  


  
    When they arrived at the North Gate they found it closed and barred. From above a sentry called down, “Who are you?”
  


  
    “Martin of Crydee,” he shouted back, “with the Crydee Muster. Open the bloody gates!”
  


  
    The gates opened a moment later and Martin signalled for his column to ride in. When he had cleared the gate he turned to the nearest guardsman, a boy barely in his teens, and asked, “Where’s the officer in charge?”
  


  
    “Of the gate? There isn’t one, sir.”
  


  
    “Of the city, then?”
  


  
    “Oh, that would be the captain. He’s up at the mayor’s house, having tea, or else he’s up at the Baron’s castle on the hill over there.” He pointed in a vaguely north-westerly direction. Glancing around, the soldier lowered his voice. “It’s almost certain he’s at the mayor’s, sir; the mayor, he’s got a lovely daughter.”
  


  
    Martin looked as if he had found himself in a bad dream. “Just tell me how to get there.”
  


  
    Directions were given. Then Martin asked, “What is this captain’s name?”
  


  
    “Bolton, sir.”
  


  
    “See that the men are directed to the stables. I want the horses cared for and food for them.”
  


  
    “Sir?” He looked confused.
  


  
    “I said I want my men and horses cared for. Is that too hard to understand?”
  


  
    “No, I mean it’s not, sir, but it’s just that—”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Well, I don’t know who’s supposed to care for that sort of thing, the horses and men, sir.”
  


  
    Martin looked ready to explode. Brendan interrupted. “Where’s the quartermaster?”
  


  
    “There isn’t one, sir,” said the boy. “I mean, there is, but he’s not here.”
  


  
    “Where is he?”
  


  
    “Gone, sir, with the Duke.”
  


  
    “The Duke of Yabon?”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. He, the Baron of Ylith, Baron of Zun, Earl of LaMut, with the entire army of Yabon; they were all here and then they travelled on.”
  


  
    “Where?”
  


  
    “To Krondor, sir. They’ve all gone to meet with the Prince in Krondor.”
  


  
    Suddenly all Martin’s fatigue evaporated. “What’s your name?”
  


  
    “Tommy, sir.”
  


  
    “You’re now Corporal Tommy.”
  


  
    The boy blinked in surprise.
  


  
    “There’s no enemy coming down that road for at least two or three days. I want you to get these boys off the wall and help my men find shelter for our mounts. If there’s no garrison stable in town, find what you can, then lead the rest up to the Baron’s castle. Tell whoever is up there to take care of my men. If the Baron’s gone south, the barracks are empty. I want my men fed and if there’s a healer left in this city, find him and send him along.”
  


  
    The newly-minted corporal hesitated, then ran to the wall and shouted for the others to come down. The column from Crydee continued to enter through the city gates. It was clearly going to get crowded in a hurry if those entering weren’t given somewhere else to go.
  


  
    Corporal Tommy ran to the first boys coming down the stairs, shouted instructions and pointed and they came over to lead away a squad of riders.
  


  
    The two sergeants moved to either side of the entering column and quickly order was restored as more men of the city came to direct those entering.
  


  
    Martin shook his head. How was he going to defend this? He looked at Brendan and Bethany and said, “Let’s go find this captain.” He turned without seeing if he was being following and rode into the city. Shouting “Make way!” he forced his exhausted mount into one last run towards the building described by the boy.
  


  
    Reaching it, he encountered a closed gate in the middle of a low wall, beyond which he could see a very elegant building, the mayor’s home. Using the pommel of his sword he banged on a closed gate. When it opened, Martin pushed past an astonished-looking porter, who leapt aside. Brendan and Bethany followed. Martin tossed the reins of his mount to a lackey and told him, “Water him but not too much too quickly. Then if you have grain, feed him a handful, no more.” He crossed the small courtyard and ran up a wide set of steps to the house.
  


  
    As he had expected there were no guards, just servants. The porter who had answered the gate ran after him shouting, “Who should I say is calling, sir?”
  


  
    Martin ignored the man and pushed open the main door. A maid shrieked at seeing a man in fighting togs covered in road-dirt enter unannounced. “Keshians!” she screamed and ran.
  


  
    This had the desired result of calling the attention of the entire household to the fact that Martin was on the premises. From a door at the end of the hall two men appeared, one in fine clothing and the other in the uniform of Zun, a wolf’s head on a blue tabard. As they approached the man in the uniform began to draw his sword but before he could get it free of the scabbard, Martin stepped forward, grabbed his wrist and forced the blade back. “Don’t!” he snapped as Brendan and Bethany caught up.
  


  
    “Who are you, sir?” demanded the man who could only be the mayor of the city.
  


  
    “I’m in command of the muster from Crydee.”
  


  
    “Well, it’s about bloody time you got here—” began the captain, a pinched-faced blond youth about Martin’s age.
  


  
    “Don’t!” said Martin again, fixing him with a murderous eye.
  


  
    All the remaining colour drained from the face of the already pale captain.
  


  
    Brendan walked over and said, “We were delayed by an army of Keshians.”
  


  
    “Keshians?” said the mayor, almost spluttering with confusion. “This far north?” He was a portly man given to fancy brocade shirts even in daytime and a heavy rich woollen surcoat, even though the day was hot. His grey hair was receding, so he wore it long at the back.
  


  
    “Do you have a map?” asked Martin. “Of this region?”
  


  
    “In the Baron’s castle,” said the captain.
  


  
    “I have one in my study,” said the mayor.
  


  
    “Bring it,” ordered Martin. “And some food and wine for Lady Bethany.”
  


  
    Seeing the young woman and hearing a noble title, the mayor turned and called, “Lily!”
  


  
    A few minutes later a fair, willowy girl appeared at the door from which the two men had exited. She approached and said, “Yes, Father?”
  


  
    “Could you see to this young lady. She has travelled some distance.”
  


  
    “From Carse,” said Brendan. “She’s the Earl’s daughter.”
  


  
    “Oh!” said the mayor, suddenly respectful. “Please, then, come into the study. I’ll send for some food and wine.”
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Martin.
  


  
    The study was a large office where a long table with half a dozen chairs were arrayed. “Our City Council of Burghers meets here,” said the mayor. He fetched down the map and unrolled it.
  


  
    To the captain Martin said, “Your name Bolton?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the captain. “My uncle is the commander of the Earl of LaMut’s guard. They left me in charge.”
  


  
    Martin glanced at Brendan who nodded once. They both decided they didn’t like this puppy.
  


  
    “How long ago did the Duke of Yabon leave?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “Four days ago. The infantry began marching south the day before that, while the Duke and the other nobles left by ship the following day with the cavalry. They’ll put in at Sarth— sooner if they see a Keshian blockage— then ride for Krondor to come to the Prince’s aid.”
  


  
    “Krondor is under siege?”
  


  
    “Not yet,” said Bolton. “But the Prince anticipates a full attack by Kesh at any moment.”
  


  
    Brendan rolled his eyes as Martin said, “The idiot.”
  


  
    The mayor was taken aback and Captain Bolton said, “See here, now—”
  


  
    “You see here, now, captain,” said Martin with some contempt in his voice. “Prince Edward is falling into the exact trap the Keshians want him to. They are not attacking Krondor.”
  


  
    “Where are they attacking?” asked the mayor.
  


  
    “Here!” said Martin, stabbing the map with his finger. “Crydee has fallen and within a week, ten days at most, three thousand or more Keshian Dog Soldiers and a thousand or so cavalry, with siege engines, will clear the border of Crydee. That will put them outside your city gate in less than a month.” Martin drew in the air with his finger. “They will sweep down and besiege Ylith: it doesn’t matter if they take it, they just want it bottled up. The Duke and almost all the army of Yabon is down in Krondor, and the rest of the army of Crydee is still in Carse and Tulan. My two hundred odd men plus what you have here is all we have.”
  


  
    “We must send word to the Duke of Yabon!” cried the mayor.
  


  
    “Where is the Duke of Crydee?” asked Captain Bolton.
  


  
    “Dead on the road,” answered Brendan. “Five days ago. Goblin raiders.”
  


  
    Bolton said, “Well, we must do something.”
  


  
    Martin shook his head. “Here’s what you’ll do. Send a runner, your fastest rider on the best horse you have, and get the infantry turned around. I doubt any ship can overtake the Duke before he reaches Sarth, but you’ll try. If any smugglers haven’t already fled town, find one, offer him as much gold as it takes to sail their fastest sloop down the coast. Those luggers and fishing boats I saw in the harbour won’t do.
  


  
    “Send messages north to Zun, LaMut, and Yabon. Every man able to bear arms is to grab whatever weapon he can and march south as quickly as possible.”
  


  
    “Is that wise?” asked the mayor. “Shouldn’t we perhaps evacuate and go north, instead?”
  


  
    Martin took a breath and a servant appeared with wine. He took a flagon without waiting and drank deeply. “No, we will defend Ylith until we are relieved. If the Keshians take this city or even surround it, Yabon and Crydee are both lost. The kingdom will never recover control of them. If the infantry can reach us in time, and we can break the siege, we will retake Crydee.”
  


  
    Captain Bolton said, “I don’t know if this is a wise plan.”
  


  
    Losing his temper at last, Martin barked, “Did I ask what you thought of the plan, Captain?”
  


  
    “No, I mean…” Then with colour rising in his cheeks, the captain said, “Now, just a quick minute here. I was left in charge of the city and the rest of the duchy. Who are you to come riding in here and take charge?”
  


  
    Martin glanced at Brendan who nodded once.
  


  
    “I am Martin conDoin, son to the late Duke Henry, brother to Henry, now Duke of Crydee. I am a prince of the blood royal and I am now assuming command of the defences of whatever is left of the King’s Army of the West in Yabon.”
  


  
    Brendan smiled at his brother and there was a sheen in his eyes.
  


  



  • Epilogue •


  


  Transformations


  


  



  
    Child stood before a door.
  


  
    Several times along the way they had encountered others travelling the Hall of Worlds. All but one time the encounters had been peaceful and the one exception was a band of roving slavers who had sought to subjugate Child and Belog. She killed them all and they feasted on them.
  


  
    “We’re here,” she said softly, looking at the glyph above a door.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Belog. “I remember.” He suddenly looked sad. “Kalkin,” he whispered.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Child. “That bastard. He just won’t stop meddling.”
  


  
    “Where does this one exit?”
  


  
    “LaMut, in a tavern.”
  


  
    “I know that place. It’s rough and tumble, but as we are we’ll alarm them.”
  


  
    “We’ll change our appearance. We know how.”
  


  
    Again he paused, thinking. Then he said, “Yes, now I remember.” He closed his eyes and suddenly his form shifted. Where the squat, broad-shouldered demon had stood there was now a small, bandy-legged man, with a balding head surrounded by a fringe of wispy white hair. He wore a slightly tattered and faded orange robe, as well as a long faded blue cloak. He grinned. “Going to have to learn to eat like I used to. That should be a very interesting trick. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to eat something that wasn’t alive just a moment before.”
  


  
    She nodded. “We have many things to relearn.” Then she let out a long sigh. “What was the last thing you remember?”
  


  
    He didn’t need to ask what she referred to. “Something wondrous. A god returning and a horror defeated. When we get something to eat I’ll tell you about it.”
  


  
    Just before she stepped through the doorway to Midkemia, Child’s shape began to change. Her features flowed and reformed, and she shrank until she was a third of her previous size. Now she was a human woman with dark, grey-shot hair, vivid dark eyes, high cheekbones and a slender body wearing a blue ankle-length dress. “That made me hungry,” she said, “Do you have any oranges?”
  


  
    Reflexively, he reached for a satchel on his hip that wasn’t there. Sadly he said, “No, I don’t.”
  


  
    “You always used to, you annoying little man.” She spoke with affection more than scolding, and her now-human features struggled to process memories she knew were not her own. She took a breath as if steeling herself to something ahead that was going to be very difficult; then turned, and stepped through the door.
  


  
    Belog had never seen that expression before; but the memories of the man he now was had seen it many times before. The woman he knew as Miranda was deeply worried.
  


  
    The demon body that housed the memories of Nakor the Isalani now followed her through the portal.
  


  
    Men shouted and screamed as the attackers roared. The assault was loud and unexpected, and threw the smugglers’ caravan into confusion. Hardened mercenaries turned in panic to confront enemies on all sides. The forest was thick, with a triple canopy of branches blocking out most of the sun, threatening to envelop them on all sides. It was late summer in the southern half of Midkemia, but this part of Novindus was already chilly at night and temperate during the day. It had been the perfect time to risk the deep forests west of the Ratn’gari Mountains.
  


  
    Braden of Shamata didn’t hesitate, a decade of battle-honed skills coming into play. Neither overly cautious nor impulsive, he trusted his instincts to keep him alive more than the commands from officers whose only right to give orders came from a purse of gold or a marque handed down by an official in some faraway government. He glanced to his right and saw his old companion Chibota nodding as he gripped his sword and readied himself for the attack. Others were turning to look where the screams originated, but these two practised fighters knew better. The attack would come from the nearby brush. They flexed their knees and hoisted their shields, turning slightly outward from the line of march so as to be almost back to back. Each man trusted the other not to make a mistake that would get them killed.
  


  
    Time seemed to slow as the attack unfolded. The rear was hit first, causing most of the men to turn to see what was behind, thus drawing their attention from the closer threat. They were on a narrow trail, barely enough room for three men to stand shoulder to shoulder, with enough deep brush under the trees to hide attackers. Those attacking the fighters were familiar with the terrain; the mercenaries were not.
  


  
    As both Braden and Chibota had anticipated, the attack came from their right and left respectively, but the form of the attackers shocked both seasoned warriors, causing hesitation that almost cost them both their lives. For the attackers were not human, but creatures unlike any either man had encountered before.
  


  
    Men and tigers had been blended in a horrific fashion, giving them huge upper torsos and broad shoulders. Their powerful arms ended in outstretched claws and their ability to leap over the men they attacked had them instantly in the midst of the mêlée. These tiger-men were dressed in short-sleeved tunics of black, trimmed with orange, and short trousers cut above the knees, but otherwise were unarmed. With the fangs they bared and the claws that slashed at the mercenaries, it was clear they did not need weapons.
  


  
    Braden glanced at his long-time companion who nodded once, and then they attempted to battle forward. The tiger-men’s attack was without art: the stealth before the ambush had been almost perfect and there had been only seconds for the most practised mercenary in the company to anticipate the assault. But the closing circle had gaps in it and one of the attackers stood before the two fighters from the north. Like all big cats, these creatures could cautiously stalk prey, but once the assault began, it was all sound and fury. They fought like tigers. Unlike lions— or even packs of coyotes— tigers were solitary ambush predators and now it was an uncoordinated brawl.
  


  
    Braden shouted, “Move forward!” Chibota grunted an answer as he slashed downward with his sword against a creature trying to rake his shield with its claws. The sword dug deep into the monster’s shoulder just below the neck, and as the dark-skinned warrior yanked the blade free he was rewarded with a cat-like scream and a fountain of blood. He turned a half step and rammed the point of his sword into the exposed side of the creature attacking Braden, causing that tiger-man to howl in shock. Braden quickly ended its life.
  


  
    Both turned as one and saw they were alone in withstanding the assault. Behind them their comrades were going down under a swarm of the creatures and even further behind them the animal-men were on top of the baggage carts, having killed the drivers and handlers.
  


  
    “Run!” shouted Braden, but as he turned back he saw that Chibota had already apprehended the situation unfolding around them and had come to the same conclusion.
  


  
    Racing down the narrow trail, they came to a slight clearing out of sight of the fight, pausing for just a scant second to sheath their swords and swing their shields over their backs, then they were off again, running as fast as their feet could carry them. Over hard ground and through heavy undergrowth they lengthened their strides to a dangerous pace. The forest provided scarcely enough visibility for them to move forward at any speed. Braden had no doubt the tiger-creatures knew their way around without hesitation and would be on their trail in minutes.
  


  
    Crashing through low-hanging branches, they heard the sound of their footfalls change. Braden glanced down and saw a patch of stone beneath the trail. “Hey!” he said, panting from exertion. He pointed down and Chibota nodded. This trail was crossing an ancient road of some sort. Perhaps it might lead to a defensible shelter.
  


  
    “Which way?” asked Chibota, as the sounds of pursuit became audible.
  


  
    Making an arbitrary choice, Braden picked the right-hand side of the road. “That way!”
  


  
    Sounds from behind them announced that the chase was on and Braden hurled himself forward, unmindful of tearing brambles and undergrowth. He knew their only chance lay in finding a good strategic position, somewhere they might defend until the tiger-men grew weary and left. In an open fight, they were doomed.
  


  
    The ancient stone path led slightly uphill, then levelled off and suddenly the two fleeing mercenaries bolted into a clearing. A stone building almost invisible until they were nearly upon it rose up suddenly before them. It was covered in ages of dirt and detritus, with plants gripping it as if fearful of losing their hold.
  


  
    They had little time to examine the structure, any curiosity they might have otherwise felt obliterated by the surge of panic within as they realized this was where the ancient stone pathway ended and there was no way around. Behind the stone building rose a hillside thick with trees and brush and if there was a way up that hill it was not obvious and the exhausted fighters had no time to scout around.
  


  
    As one, they turned and backed towards the ancient building’s open doorway, a black maw behind them that was inviting only relative to the terror that was coming rapidly toward them. “Into the doorway,” said Braden. “That will keep them from—”
  


  
    A growl of rage accompanied an orange-and-black striped form as it hurled itself into the clearing and in one leap was upon them. Chibota lashed out with his sword. But he was a moment too late. The blade cut through air instead of his attacker and the shield didn’t keep claws away from his throat.
  


  
    A crimson fountain sprayed for a moment and Braden barely had time to lunge with his sword as the creature turned with a cat’s fluidity. The point of the sword scraped across bone and hard muscle, causing enough pain that the tiger-man recoiled with an angry yowl of pain. But the lunge pulled Braden off balance and he stood exposed for a moment with his shield held away from his body. Before Braden could recover, the tiger-man lashed out with talons that sliced right through Braden’s chest armour. He wore simple jack: heavy padding covered over with quilted fabric, double-stitched for reinforcement. Surprisingly durable against sword-points and daggers, it was all he could afford to purchase on his meagre earnings as a caravan guard. His willingness to go along with this smuggling attempt had been fuelled by his hope of buying better arms and armour when they reached their destination. The pain that shot across Braden’s chest as the claws sliced through his muscles made him gasp. He was slow in bringing up his shield to protect himself and the tiger-man struck again, giving Braden a deep cut on his shield arm just below the shoulder. Instinctively Braden stepped back, deep into the doorway, feeling his left arm go completely numb. He knew he was moments away from being gutted by this creature if he couldn’t somehow fend him off, and even if he did, other tiger-men would soon arrive. Braden struck out again with his sword, and the creature retreated.
  


  
    His left shoulder was in agony and he could not move his left arm at all. He felt the dangling weight of his shield, hanging useless at his side. His sword came up feebly up to receive the creature’s next assault.
  


  
    But the tiger-man hesitated and crouched, his ears flattened back against his skull as his face contorted into a snarl and then a hiss as if his rage had turned to fear. Braden could feel blood running beneath his armour and knew that he had two wounds to staunch if he was to live through the next hour. He crouched, breathing slowly to keep from fainting.
  


  
    But the creature didn’t attack. Snarling, it kept its yellow cat-eyes fixed on Braden, but it would not cross the threshold. Suddenly two other tiger-men appeared, bounding into the clearing, but like the first they paused at the threshold of the stone building and withdrew a step.
  


  
    Braden had no idea why they refused to come into this darkened hall, but counted it a gift from the gods. He backed deeper into the tunnel which he realized now was heading downward, into the heart of this hillside.
  


  
    The three tiger-men paced outside the entrance, yowling and snarling. Braden backed slowly until he was sure they would not follow, then turned and moved into darkness. The light from the entrance fell away quickly and he had to feel his way along. He put away his sword, as his left arm was useless and he needed his right to keep himself steady. It was agony to get the shield off his left arm: unfastening the straps so that he could slip it off caused shocks of pain to course through his shoulder. He had dislocated joints before in combat, but this was something different. He knew he needed to find a place to rest and bind his wounds soon, or he would find himself in the Halls of the Death Goddess within hours.
  


  
    The stones beneath his hand were smooth to the touch. He took a step and felt something crack under his boot. He knelt in the gloom and saw a pile of ancient torches. Praying that whatever oil was in them would still light, he fumbled in his belt pouch for his flint. He moved one torch to his feet, put down the flint, pulled a dagger from his belt and positioned it between his boots. It was awkward striking flint and steel this way, but he had no other option. Sparks flew about haphazardly, but one large one struck the torch and it began to smoulder. Ignoring the agony in his shoulder and chest, Braden leaned forward and blew on the ember. It grew red-hot, then sprang into flame. He quickly picked up the torch and turned it, spreading the flames across the entire head, and then looked around. The torches at his feet were the only thing he could see within the circle of light his small flame cast. He raised the torch high and saw he was near a wall that stretched off into the gloom. He could barely make out the opposite wall. The tunnel was wide here and slanting downward. With only one hand he had no means of holding spare torches, so he prayed silently to Tith-Onanka, the God of Battle, that this light would last for long enough for him to survive.
  


  
    He moved down the hall.
  


  
    Braden staggered into a larger chamber. He could feel the weight of ages washing over him as if a tide of history had been unleashed. This room was so immense the illumination from his torch left corners darkened. What he saw moved him nearly to tears.
  


  
    Deep within the heart of this hill, far below the surface, some ancient ruler had hidden his treasure. In piles rested items of beauty and precious craftsmanship, goblets studded with gems, chains of ebon and gold, piles of fine silks now fragile with age. One handful of fine gold chains piled near the entrance would have made Braden richer than any man he knew. Dryly he considered that he would die wealthy.
  


  
    His arm was still numb and his shoulder was in agony. He knew he was nearly giddy from loss of blood and this was as good a place to stop as he had found. Finding a place to put his now-sputtering torch— a vase of costly chalcedony-set porcelain— he began to tend his wounds.
  


  
    As best he could, he used his good right hand to unfasten the simple frog and loops along his shoulder and when he pulled the padded jack away from his skin, the dried blood stuck and pulled at his wounds. Pain shot through him and revived him a moment, and he forced his damaged arm out of the left sleeve.
  


  
    Picking up a narrow bolt of silk, he pulled it, causing it to unravel in a torrent of pale blue. Cutting the silk with one hand was tedious, requiring him to put his left knee on a wooden chest, trying to pull the silk taut with his right foot, then cutting with his dagger. The strips were ragged and uneven, but they’d serve.
  


  
    He bound his wounds as best he could and considered his next task; he had no idea how patient the tiger-men would be, but doubted they’d give up their vigil outside the entrance any time soon. But then again, he didn’t think they’d come in. The sputtering torch regained his attention and he slowly reached out to retrieve it. Even the simple act of bending over to pluck it from the vase caused his head to swim.
  


  
    How was he going to survive in here? He needed water, and something to eat. He was a town boy: he knew nothing about foraging the way Chibota had. Chibota had been a hunter in some distant hot land, and he knew which plants were edible. Braden remembered Chibota saying some mushrooms were as nourishing as meat. But he had no idea what they looked like or how to find them.
  


  
    His mind was wandering. There was no water, and no mushrooms here. This vault was dry.
  


  
    But in the flickering light he saw a throne against the rear wall and arrayed at the base of the throne was armour.
  


  
    He staggered over and touched it, and felt something tingle on the tips of his fingers. He blinked and felt slightly revived. The armour was of a quality unlike any he had ever seen before, and he had thought he had seen every kind of armour known on this world; and if he considered some of the ancient Tsurani gear still around, from another world as well. A tunic, trousers, tabard and even smallclothes were neatly folded in a pile. Next to these was arrayed a full set of matching armour: breastplate, spaulders, leggings, gauntlets, boots, belt, shield and sword. Touching the massive black belt, he again felt a strong surge of energy up through his fingertips.
  


  
    Without thought he set down the torch and doffed his clothing: first his boots, then his trousers and the rest, until he stood nude in the guttering torchlight.
  


  
    Carefully he picked up a garment of black. It felt like linen but finer somehow: silk, perhaps? He stepped into it for it was obviously smallclothes, and its touch on his skin was balm. He sighed as his thirst faded. For a moment he stood transfixed, his thoughts reeling as if he had visited one of the smoke parlours behind the brothel of the Sisters of Kindness in Maharta. The effect was intoxicating, and he felt his mind detach itself from his pain, a fey distancing as if he was starting to watch another person instead of himself. His body was still in agony, but the pain was muted now, distanced and from his groin, where the black cloth touched him, he felt a flow of power into his body.
  


  
    Workmanlike, he donned each piece of clothing and then the armour. A black breastplate with a crouching tiger on it. A girdle and skirt of black cloth. A pair of greaves, boots, bracers, and at last a helm.
  


  
    He staggered, then sat down heavily on the throne.
  


  
    He felt a change begin. His was life ebbing away, yet he was not fearful. Braden felt the armour speak to him, a faint voice in his mind.
  


  
    He would sit here, quietly, and let the magic in this armour heal him, for he knew it would. As the torch burned lower, he found his vision dimming, but that was fine. He knew he would be here for a while, for much needed to change before he left the safety of this chamber.
  


  
    He needed to be ready, for there were enemies to face. Not the tiger-men, for he knew instantly that when he reappeared they would be waiting and would bend their knee to him. He would command them and they would be only the first to serve him.
  


  
    Images came to him unbidden, of ancient struggles and flying the skies. Out there was a massive black dragon waiting for his call. And into his mind came a name.
  


  
    Draken-Korin.
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  • Prologue •


  


  Awakenings


  
    

  


  
    Mighty dragons raced through the skies.
  


  
    Hurricane-force winds struck his face, yet the rider sat confidently astride the neck of his scaled ebony mount; his to command by will alone. Arcane arts kept him firmly in place, and exultation energized every fibre of his being as the Dragon Host rode out in search of conquest.
  


  
    Never in the long history of the Valheru had the entire Dragon Host risen united.
  


  
    The entire Host, save one. Dark emotions turned quickly to rage. The white-and-gold rider was absent. Ashen-Shugar: the only dissenter within the Host.
  


  
    But the absence of the father-brother did not signify. The Valheru had answered his call, and Draken-Korin had taken his rightful place as leader of the Dragon Host.
  


  
    He watched mad energies race through the skies above the dragon riders, flashing colours of blinding brilliance as energy vortexes and tears in the fabric of space and time exploded into spectrums invisible to mortal eyes, but perfectly clear to his Valheru vision.
  


  
    His vision shifted; memories fading as others resurfaced. The cavern, once the Lord of the Tigers’ seat of power, was dark. That didn’t concern him since his vision was far sharper than any mortal’s, but he missed the warmth of torches and… Where were his servants?
  


  
    He tried to lift his left arm and pain tore through his shoulder. He had not felt pain like this since…
  


  
    Images cascaded through his mind as he relived the memories of ages past.
  


  
    He felt his first breath and heard a contemptuous mother curse him as her servants carried him away. Elven slaves brought him newborn to a clearing in the warm, damp forest, and without any tenderness left him on top of a large rock. To live or die by his own strength.
  


  
    He remembered extending his infant senses, a primitive assessment of danger and threat; he felt no sense of fear, only compelling need. His instincts emerged at need, drawing upon ancestral memories shared since the dawn of creation. The forest was deep, and he sensed predators on every side. The most dangerous, now receding, were of his own race.
  


  
    Valheru.
  


  
    A pack of golden jackals sniffed the air, seeking the source of the tempting hint of birthing blood, their heads up and their senses alert. They had left their den as the sun set in the west, to hunt.
  


  
    The child felt them move closer, the scent of his birth summoning his death. He reached out and sent a blast of hate and anger at the troop.
  


  
    The jackals stopped, and cringed. Then, ears flattened, they continue to skulk towards the architect of the mental assault, hunger outweighing their fear.
  


  
    Another presence… nearby. He reached out and instantly recognized the massive predator. But this time instead of danger he discovered contentment there, a warm, nurturing feeling that felt alien, but also compelling. He reached out once more and formed a simple command.
  


  
    Come.
  


  
    The tigress leapt to her feet, ignoring the plaintive mewing of her cubs, and bounded down the hill towards the tiny thing that coerced her.
  


  
    The jackals approached the exposed infant cautiously, knowing that it possessed dangerous abilities, yet driven by the need to feast. Then another scent arrived on the wind and they halted.
  


  
    The massive tiger charged into the clearing next to the infant and roared a challenge.
  


  
    The baby might be an unknown threat, but the tiger was all too familiar to the pack hunters, and to be avoided at all costs. Turning tail, the jackals ran, opting to survive and hunt elsewhere.
  


  
    The tigress lowered her head with a snarl, but the thought emanating from the infant was clear: Protect me.
  


  
    A mortal child would have perished had it been seized and lifted in the tiger’s mouth, but he was not a mortal infant; he was Valheru, and his small body was far from delicate.
  


  
    The great cat returned to her den and deposited the infant next to her own pair of cubs, barely three days old, and still mewing with their eyes closed. She lay down on her side to let them nurse, and watched as the man-thing reached out and gripped her fur. Somehow, it managed to pull itself to her teat where it began to nurse alongside her young.
  


  
    His eyes opened and he struggled to breathe. “I’m dying,” he whispered to no one.
  


  
    You are being reborn, came a distant voice.
  


  
    He felt feverish and his entire body was in agony. He could no longer feel the separate pain of his wound, for he was consumed by a throbbing, burning ache. Every particle of him hovered at the brink of death, for only at the edge could the transformation be completed. He tried to move and couldn’t. Just opening his eyes was a trial. He let them close. Death lingered seconds away, beckoning him with promises of relief and rest.
  


  
    Something else called to him now: the dreams. He knew the dreams contained madness, but they were vivid and compelling, filling him with a sense of triumph and power. And as much as he longed for relief and rest, the consciousness within the dream was growing in strength, singing of power and control, lust and conquest, blood and victory.
  


  
    The man who had once been Braden of Shamata felt his will fading.
  


  
    He remembered joining a band of mercenaries in the Vale of Dreams, and sailing across the Endless Sea to distant lands, where weapons smuggling was a hundred times more lucrative than at home. One last caravan and he’d have enough gold to retire. He’d return to the Vale as a man of means, find a talented, young apprentice weapon-smith and make him a partner. No one knew more about weapons running than a Vale mercenary! He would sell to both sides of the Vale, and run his goods all the way from the foothills of the Grey Towers in the north, to reach the dark elves and goblins, to the Confederacy in the south…
  


  
    His ambitions faded as that old identity gave way to one that was more powerful, more commanding.
  


  
    The mercenary’s faint memories seemed so petty: now he could remember what it felt like to command his dragon, to destroy his enemies, to mate with his own kind when the breeding frenzy seized him. Now he knew he was one of the paramount beings on this world.
  


  
    He was Valheru! He had no choice. He turned away from death and embraced the dream.
  


  
    It is not a dream, whispered a distant voice that sounded like his own. It is an awakening, Lord of the Tigers.
  


  
    Tomas awoke, his body bathed in perspiration, his heart pounding. He blinked in confusion for a moment, before recognizing his surroundings. The body lying next to him stirred, then his wife returned to her slumber. Rising slowly, he moved to the large window carved out of the trunk of the massive tree that held their quarters. The soft, ever-present glow of Elvandar entered the bedchamber as he drew aside the curtain and gazed upon the forest that had been his home for most of his long life.
  


  
    The sheen of that glow made of his body a study in shadows and highlights. Muscles still tight beneath youthful skin marred only by a few battle scars, Tomas’s appearance had remained unchanged for more than a century. Even when unarmed he was among the most dangerous beings on this world, for his power was far greater than physical strength: it came from the dark energies that lived at the heart of a race vanished centuries ago. The Valheru.
  


  
    A soft hand touched his back, familiar; affectionate. The Elf Queen spoke softly, “What is it, my love?”
  


  
    Tomas’s blue eyes continued to stare into the glow of Elvandar, where most of his wife’s subjects lay asleep. Softly he replied, “It was a dream. Nothing more.”
  


  
    She leaned against his back, her cheek resting on his shoulder. “You are troubled.”
  


  
    He said nothing for a moment, then repeated, “It was only a dream.”
  


  
    Sighing slightly, she returned to the bed and slid back under the covers. “Sleep, Tomas,” she said.
  


  
    He could tell that she was already drifting back into slumber by the time he came back to the bed.
  


  
    For a long time he remained silent, even as the sun rose in the east and the sky began to brighten. The dream had been unlike any he had known since that time of madness, when he had first donned the white-and-gold armour of a Dragon Lord. Tomas had wrestled for years with the internal struggle, as the human and Valheru within him strove for dominance. But once he had gained control, he had reclaimed his humanity and found love, both in the woman who slept next to him every night, and deep within his own heart and soul; and since then the dreams of madness had left him untroubled.
  


  
    Until tonight.
  


  
    Once again, he had flown on the back of the mighty Shuruga, greatest of the golden dragons, above the lost city of Sar-Sargoth. But this time he had seen his greatest enemy, astride the neck of a massive black dragon.
  


  
    Draken-Korin.
  


  



  • Chapter One •


  


  Warning


  
    

  


  
    Shouts rang across the plaza.
  


  
    Moredhel warriors gathered in the large square below the palace steps, ignoring the biting chill of the twilight wind off the mountains as they waved their fists and bellowed threats at their enemies. Clans that would otherwise be at sword-point observed the truce, content for the moment to exact revenge on some future day.
  


  
    The city of Sar-Sargoth had been built hard against the foothills of the Great Northern Mountains. To the north of those mighty peaks stretched the vast icelands where summer never came. Even as spring presented herself to the rolling Plain of Isbandia to the south-west, winter lingered in Sar-Sargoth, only reluctantly releasing her icy grip. The stinging cold did nothing to alleviate the frustration of the assembled chieftains as they waited for those who had summoned them to council.
  


  
    The rising volume of their simmering rage was enough to move the more cautious of the moredhel chieftains to note the closest escape route should frustration build to bloodshed. Too many old rivals had been forced together at this council, and for too long for the truce to last more than minutes.
  


  
    Arkan of the Ardanien surveyed his surroundings, then nodded once towards a side street that he knew led straight to an old farm gate several blocks away. Arkan was the model of a moredhel chieftain, with strong, broad shoulders and a narrow waist. His dark brown hair was cut short at the front to ensure that his vision was never impaired, and left long to flow past his pointed ears, down to his shoulders. His dark eyes were set in an almost expressionless mask. Arkan’s reputation was impressive: he had shepherded his troubled clan through more than thirty perilous years. Despite having many rivals and sworn enemies, the Clan of the Ice Bears had grown under his leadership.
  


  
    His companion returned his nod and glanced around to assess where trouble would most likely originate. Morgeth, Arkan’s self-appointed bodyguard, let his hand stray to the hilt of his sword. “Those damn southerners,” he said at last to his chieftain.
  


  
    Arkan could only agree. Their cousins from beyond the Teeth of the World were an agitated bunch, forced to dwell as their guests in ancient homelands where they had sought refuge during the Tsurani invasion. “Well, they’ve been here for a century; they’re starting to get restless.”
  


  
    “Who’s keeping them here? They can go home any damn time they want.”
  


  
    “Some have tried.” The Chieftain of the Ardanien spoke quietly, with the thoughtful candour that those who knew him had come to expect. “It’s a difficult trek past those damn Kingdom defences at the Inclindel Gap.” He paused. “On through Hadati country, skirting the dwarves and Elvandar.” He glanced around as the volume of voices rose again. “I’d not attempt it with less than the entire clan—”
  


  
    The sounds of struggle became more urgent.
  


  
    “Narab better get on with this or we’re going to have more than a little bloodshed,” Arkan added.
  


  
    Morgeth said, “And then we use that street?”
  


  
    “Yes,” the chieftain said. “I wouldn’t mind breaking a few heads, but I don’t see any point in starting new feuds when I haven’t put paid to the old ones.” He looked around. “If fighting starts, we leave.”
  


  
    “Yes.” Morgeth gathered his woollen cape around him to ward off the biting wind. “I thought it was supposed to be warmer down here on the flats.”
  


  
    Arkan laughed. “It is warmer. That doesn’t make it temperate.”
  


  
    “I should have brought my bearskin.”
  


  
    Glancing at the sea of dark cloaks around them, Arkan said, “If things turn ugly, you’ll be glad not to be clad in white fur.”
  


  
    A shout went up, but this time it wasn’t a brawl, but directed instead at a group of figures standing at the top of the stairs at the crowd’s edge.
  


  
    Morgeth said, “Who are those two on the right?”
  


  
    “I’ve never seen them before,” said his chieftain. “But from the look of them, I judge them to be our lost cousins, the taredhel.”
  


  
    “Tall bastards, aren’t they?”
  


  
    Arkan nodded. “That they are.”
  


  
    The two elves they referred to were indeed a full head taller than those who had led them to the top of the staircase. Behind the group rose the maw of the palace, the large entrance to the empty throne room that no chieftain had dared to occupy since the death of the true Murmandamus, the only moredhel in memory to unite all the clans under one banner.
  


  
    A moredhel dressed in ceremonial robes raised his hands, indicating the need for silence, and the cacophony of voices fell away. When it was quiet, he spoke. “The council thanks you for attending,” he began.
  


  
    Muttering answered this, for the council’s message had been clear: to ignore the request would have invited the ire of the most powerful leader among the moredhel, the man who now addressed them: Narab.
  


  
    “We also welcome our distant kin, who have returned to us from the stars.”
  


  
    The chatter rose; rumours about these elves had been rampant in the north for the last few years. One had whispered of their alliance with the hated the eledhel in the south, so it was something of a surprise to see them standing next to Narab.
  


  
    “What is this, then?” asked a chieftain standing nearby.
  


  
    “Shut up and find out,” answered another.
  


  
    Arkan glanced towards the voices to see if trouble was about to erupt, but both warriors had returned their attention to the top of the palace steps.
  


  
    One of the taredhel stepped forward. “I am Kaladon of the Clan of the Seven Stars. I bring you greetings from your cousins in E’bar.”
  


  
    Several of the chieftains scoffed and snorted in derision, for the word “E’bar” meant “Home” in the ancient tongue. Others strained to listen, for the wind was blowing hard and this star elf’s accent was strange to the ear. No matter what blood history tied them together, these beings were far more alien than even the hated eledhel.
  


  
    Kaladon continued, “I bring greetings from the Lord Regent of the Clan of the Seven Stars. We are pleased to be returned to our homeland.” He paused for effect. “Yet we see much has gone amiss since our departure.”
  


  
    The murmuring took on an angry note and Narab raised his hands for silence.
  


  
    Morgeth muttered, “This is going to turn ugly.”
  


  
    Arkan whispered, “It already has.” He motioned for his companion to follow him as he edged towards the side street. A few others were also moving quietly towards the escape routes, but most of the chieftains stood silently waiting for the strangers’ next announcement.
  


  
    The other figure who wore yellow armour trimmed with purple and gold, so garish compared to the dark grey-and-black of the moredhel fighting garb, stepped forward and announced himself. “I am Kumal, Warleader of the Clan of the Seven Stars.”
  


  
    That brought total silence. Despite his advancing years and colourful raiment, the speaker possessed a warrior’s carriage and visible scars, and his manner communicated a kinship to the moredhel chieftains that they recognized. A few chieftains shouted out traditional words of greetings to a fellow warrior.
  


  
    If the warleader was pleased to be received in such a fashion, he showed no sign of it but simply nodded once and continued, “The Regent’s Meet has elected to recognize your independence.”
  


  
    Instantly the mood of the gathered chieftains turned ugly once more. “You recognize us?” shouted more than one chieftain.
  


  
    “Quiet!” shouted Narab. “He brings news!”
  


  
    “The humans war among themselves,” Kumal went on when the noise had died down. “Their Empire of Kesh has marched against their Kingdom of the Isles, and much of the land to the south lies covered in smoke and blood.”
  


  
    This brought a mixed reaction, for as much as the moredhel hated humans, dwarves, and the eledhel, war in the south meant trouble for the southern clans. The leader of one such clan shouted, “What of the west?”
  


  
    “Kesh has taken Crydee,” returned Kumai, “and is driving over the northern pass in the Grey Towers to Ylith.”
  


  
    “What of the Green Heart?” shouted another voice.
  


  
    “Kesh ignores all but the human towns and cities. The dwarves stand ready at the borders of Stone Mountain and the Grey Towers, but will act only if their lands are threatened. The Green Heart and the mountains to the south of E’bar are untroubled.”
  


  
    One of the southern chieftains cried, “Now is the time to return to the Green Heart!”
  


  
    “As to that,” said Kumal, “the Regent’s Meet has decided that we shall welcome any of our kin who venture south of the river boundary… as long as they recognize our rule over all lands south of Elvandar. You must pledge fealty to the Clans of the Seven Stars.”
  


  
    Instantly, furious shouts rang out. “That is our land!”
  


  
    “We bow to no one!”
  


  
    “Our ancestors died there!”
  


  
    Arkan turned to Morgeth. “It’s time to leave.”
  


  
    Morgeth nodded and the two of them quickly made for the sidestreet and gate beyond. As they entered the dark lane, the sound of approaching warriors made Arkan motion for Morgeth to stop. He pointed to the door of an abandoned building and they ducked inside, crouching down beneath broken windows.
  


  
    A moment later, they heard the sound of a large band of armed warriors passing by. The two warriors from the northern mountains kept silent until the sound of boot heels on cobbles was replaced by war-cries and the noise of steel ringing against steel. Arkan touched his companion and signalled, and they ran from the abandoned building towards the distant gate.
  


  
    “Narab seeks to be king, then?” asked Morgeth once they were clear of danger.
  


  
    “Since killing Delekhan.”
  


  
    “A hundred years of hunger is a long time.”
  


  
    Arkan nodded, then pointed to the distant gate.
  


  
    Morgeth frowned. “What do we do if it’s guarded?”
  


  
    “Talk first, then fight.”
  


  
    They reached the gateway and found a company of guards waiting: a dozen warriors stationed in front of fifty or more horses. Even before the warrior in charge could challenge them, Arkan waved and shouted, “Hurry!”
  


  
    “What is it?” asked the leader.
  


  
    “Take your detail up the road, and go north at the first cross street. Cut off those trying to escape behind the palace! Hurry!”
  


  
    “The horses—”
  


  
    “We will take care of the horses, now go!”
  


  
    The twelve warriors hurried off and Morgeth shook his head. “Clan Bighorn always were a little thick.”
  


  
    Arkan said, “Our horses are on the other side of the city.” Looking at the large selection of mounts they had to choose from, he added, “Seems a fair trade.”
  


  
    Picking a handsome gelding, Morgeth said, “You can’t possibly think of taking them all?”
  


  
    Getting into the saddle on a bay mare, Arkan said, “I was thinking of it, but we have more pressing business. We should hurry back to camp before word of this fighting reaches them.”
  


  
    “Should we break camp?” asked Morgeth.
  


  
    “That would draw too much suspicion. Narab has been planning this for a while, I think. He’s made arrangements: Bighorn is not one of his usual allies, which means he has added new ones. No, have our men stay close to the tents and tell my sons to be ready to fight, but we should keep our swords sheathed unless attacked first. No one is to look for trouble. Anyone who starts a fight, answers to me.” He grew thoughtful for a moment as he gazed into the distance. Then he said, “I don’t think Narab is ready to crown himself yet. Tonight he was merely showing the unallied clans who held the most power here by breaking a few heads. I doubt more than two or three warriors will die before morning.
  


  
    “Tell Goran that if I discover his sword has been drawn before I get back I’ll personally make him eat it.”
  


  
    “Your son won’t like that.” observed Morgeth with a wry, half-smile.
  


  
    “He doesn’t like a lot of things, which is why Antesh is my heir,” answered Arkan. “Make sure Cetswaya stays close to my sons.”
  


  
    Morgeth nodded. Cetswaya was their shaman and always a calm voice and wise counsel.
  


  
    “If I don’t return by sunrise tomorrow, have Goran and Antesh take the men north, then west. Find the rest of our people and take them back into the icelands, then wait until it’s safe to return to our normal range.”
  


  
    “And how will we know when that time arrives?”
  


  
    “That will not be my problem, for if you must flee tomorrow, I will likely be dead. If I don’t find you in the north by next spring, I will certainly be dead.” Arkan put his heels to his horse and shouted, causing the other mounts to shy. Some pulled up stakes.
  


  
    As Morgeth watched his chieftain ride off into the deepening gloom of the hills around Sar-Sargoth, he said to no one, “They’re not going to like this much.”
  


  
    Then weighing Clan Bighorn’s ire at finding their mounts scattered against the wrath of Narab discovering that Arkan wasn’t among those chieftains in the square, he decided his chieftain had the better bargain. He shouted at the horses nearby without enthusiasm, then turned his mount down towards the plains. There, twenty thousand moredhel warriors awaited the return of their chieftains, and he wondered if it was possible for the Ardanien to somehow get away intact.
  


  
    Arkan rode for more than an hour, circling the vast array of camps outside the walls of Sar-Sargoth. A thousand fires or more burned as the main host of the moredhel nation had gathered outside the walls of the massive city.
  


  
    Despite being the closest thing to a moredhel capital, the city was deserted for most of the year. Delekhan, the last moredhel chieftain who had attempted to occupy the city as a symbol of his supremacy, had been killed by Arkan’s father, Gorath, during the second abortive attempt to seize the Kingdom city of Sethanon.
  


  
    Since then, Delekhan’s heir, Narab, had occasionally moved his clans into the vicinity, but had avoided the vanity of occupying any of the palaces scattered through the city. Today, it appeared, was to be the day he decided to advance his claim to pre-eminence, if only symbolically.
  


  
    And so Arkan rode through the night, seeking the one leader among the moredhel with enough power to balk Narab’s ambition for a crown one that no moredhel in history had dared to wear. The Ardanian chief hoped what he saw tonight was just another tribal conflict, one quickly resolved, rather than the beginning of a true dynastic struggle. For in the first instant he had seen them, Arkan knew that the true threat came from the elves from the distant stars.
  


  
    Their presence beside Narab told the chieftain all he needed to know: Narab would rather stand in good stead with them than confront them as enemies, so they were powerful and very dangerous. Arkan knew it was Narab’s nature to plot, but he was clearly overmatched if he thought he could court them and make them serve his ends, or even count them as true allies. The taredhel might be content to allow those living north of the Teeth of the World to think themselves free, but eventually they would seek to put their boot on the necks of the moredhel. The strange elves wanted to claim all of Midkemia as their own: of that, he was certain.
  


  
    Not for the first time in his life, Arkan wondered if his people weren’t their own worst enemies. Beyond the constant bickering and occasional bloodshed, there was an underlying drive for supremacy between rival clans… but for what? It was as if struggle itself was the point of existence, rather than as a means to achieving some higher goal.
  


  
    Not usually reflective by nature, Arkan had been forced by the exigency of leading his clan on more than one occasion to weigh what he felt was an obvious truth against a more ambiguous, less easily understood reality. The world was not a simple place and life was never effortless, especially when most of one’s day was filled with the struggle merely to survive, but few of his people considered the world beyond their daily needs: hunting, eating, defending their lands and raising their families. Peace had made that so much more probable, yet his people still had an appetite for bloodshed that ran counter to their own best interests.
  


  
    Why was that? Arkan wondered. Struggle as he might, he had never come close to an answer. Every time he pondered it, he was left to concede he lacked the mental gift of someone like Cetswaya, his shaman. In the end he shrugged off the question, accepting that it was simply their nature.
  


  
    Still, this was not the time for abstract musing. He had a real problem to confront and his experience told him there were two things he must now do quickly. The first was to get his people back into the high mountains to the north. Almost two generations before, his father had been the first to lead the tribe into the vast frozen peaks and the glaciers beyond. In doing so he had saved the Ardanien from obliteration at the hands of their ancient enemies, and had given them their new name, the Ice Bears. Part of the once-powerful Clan Bear, most of their kin had been obliterated by the mad prophet, the false Murmandamus, during his war against the humans to the south.
  


  
    His second task was to seek out the one person who could be termed an ally, albeit loosely. She might make the difference between his people’s survival and their obliteration.
  


  
    Arkan eased his horse down a dark trail. His night vision was better than the horse’s, so he had to carefully manoeuvre his mount to keep them both from stumbling.
  


  
    At last, in the distance he saw the campfires that marked his destination. As he neared the edge of the encampment a voice called out his name. Slowing his horse, he approached the fire’s glow. “Greetings, Helmon.” He glanced around the sentry camp and said, “Are the Snow Leopards ready for war?”
  


  
    “No more than usual,” said the warrior in charge of the post with a wry chuckle. He extended his hand. “Good to see you, cousin.”
  


  
    “Let’s hope our aunt feels the same,” answered Arkan, taking his arm. Each gripped the other’s wrist.
  


  
    “She’s expecting you.”
  


  
    Arkan didn’t try to hide his surprise. “Really?”
  


  
    With a slight smile the broad-shouldered fighter nodded once. “Head straight to the split in the trail, then right to the small clearing above the main camp. You’ll have no trouble finding it.”
  


  
    Helmon was correct: Arkan found the pavilion he sought with ease. A great tent had been erected on a plateau overlooking the largest encampment in the area. A guard signalled for Arkan to leave his horse with him. The Chieftain of the Ardanien dismounted, tossed the reins to him, then paused for a moment, looking down at the massive encampment below.
  


  
    The Snow Leopards.
  


  
    The most significant single clan among the moredhel, they had grown steadily in size and power over the last century. Their leader was Arkan’s aunt, Liallan, widow of the notorious Delekhan. It had been Delekhan who had tried to invade the human Kingdom of the Isles; an invasion based on the lie that the humans had imprisoned Murmandamus during the moredhels’ first invasion of the south years before. Delekhan had been second among those who had served Murmandamus, only surpassed by Murad, the shaman-chief of Clan Raven. Delekhan had also been among the maddest of those servants. Much of the truth about that struggle was hidden, but Arkan knew that his father, Gorath, had killed Delekhan. And it had been Narab who had killed Delekhan’s son, Moraeulf, seeking to gain control of the Delekhan’s Clan Badger and the rest of his alliances. That would have made him king a century ago.
  


  
    But Delekhan’s widow, Liallan, had kept control of the Snow Leopards and Badgers. Their clans had never merged while her husband lived, but with Delekhan’s death she had deftly integrated the Badgers into the Snow Leopards. She was now the only force among the moredhel with enough power to thwart Narab.
  


  
    A warrior motioned for him to dismount as he reached his aunt’s tent, a sprawling thing divided into several segments by cleverly hung curtains.
  


  
    Inside, across an expanse of fine wool rugs, Liallan reclined on a pile of furs wearing travel garb made from the costliest of materials. No tanned leather breeches and home-spun tunic for the mistress of the Snow Leopards; her riding trousers were cut from the best woollen weave, dyed a midnight blue, and her open-collared shirt was white silk laced with loops and frogs carved from ivory over which she sported a dyed red leather vest with a soft sheepskin lining. Arkan had hunted the massive ice walruses and so had some sense of what those buttons alone had cost her.
  


  
    He bowed slightly. “Aunt, are you well?”
  


  
    Liallan’s appearance had changed little throughout Arkan’s entire life. Her hair was still dark, though shot through with grey streaks, and there were now fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Years of riding horseback in the sun had given her whipcord toughness and her movement was lithe as she stood to greet her great nephew.
  


  
    “Well enough, Arkan.”
  


  
    “Regal” was the only term to sum up her carriage and manner. If the moredhel were ever to have a queen, she would be the perfect exemplar. Arkan was always struck by her vicious combination of seductive beauty and unconfined ruthlessness. It was reputed that when Arkan’s father had killed Delekhan, Liallan had poured wine and toasted Gorath. She was without a doubt the single most dangerous woman in the history of his people.
  


  
    “It is good to see you, nephew,” she said as she indicated a place for him to sit.
  


  
    A young female servant brought over a tray and from it Liallan took a small sliver of spiced sausage and placed it ritually between Arkan’s teeth. It was a formal acceptance of him as her guest, and under the laws of hospitality meant that no harm would befall him while he was in her tent.
  


  
    “So, you managed to get here without incident. Good.”
  


  
    He gave her a slight smile. “Those who might cause me trouble were otherwise occupied, Liallan.”
  


  
    She inclined her head. “Narab?”
  


  
    “His warriors were breaking heads when I left the council.”
  


  
    She sighed. “Narab is prone to impatience. The Southern Clans are not loyal to him, although they reside within his traditional territory. And given my unwillingness to ally with him, he’s been unable to press his claim to supremacy. He’d provoke rebellion among his own subjects if he tried to move in a more overt fashion. So he must contrive a way to have leadership forced upon him over false protests.”
  


  
    For a moment, Arkan wondered if inviting the Star Elves into Sar-Sargoth was as foolish a move as he had thought mere moments ago. “Aunt, do you think he’s found a common enemy to unite the clans of the north under his banner?”
  


  
    Liallan waved her hand dismissively and reached for a flagon on a low table just behind her. Filling a cup, she handed it to Arkan then poured one for herself. “Even the real Murmandamus after he had united the clans was clever enough not to claim the title of king. Had he lived another fifty years, perhaps he might have. His rule was the greatest in the history of our people.
  


  
    “At the time of his death the true Murmandamus waited for the clans to endorse his rule, and had he been victorious in his assault on Elvandar, they almost certainly would have.” She sighed. “My grandfather told me of that time. We have never known like times since. The false Murmandamus made no attempt to rule: he merely offered portends and signs to persuade us that it was time to march south.
  


  
    “The chieftains were ready for a fight and by routing the Kingdom at Highcastle, he gathered many to his banner.” She smiled at her great-nephew. “Drink.”
  


  
    He took a sip and found the ale bracing and nutty. Smiling he said, “Cetswaya will be pleased to know there’s still some winter ale around.”
  


  
    Her smile broadened and he could see genuine amusement in her expression. “How is he?”
  


  
    “Well, enough,” he answered. He was a little surprised at her interest in the heath of his clan’s shaman, but then he considered that at their age each had few other contemporaries left alive. “He worries, as always.”
  


  
    “It’s his place to worry, as it is yours to be cautious or bold as the situation merits. And now is the time for you to be worried, cautious and bold.” She studied his face when he didn’t reply. “What do you know of the story of your father and Delekhan?”
  


  
    Arkan shrugged. “Only what is commonly known.”
  


  
    “And what is that?” she prodded.
  


  
    “That my father learned of a plot by Delekhan and a band of magicians known as The Six. They sought to unite the clans, move south and rescue Murmandamus—”
  


  
    “The false Murmandamus,” she interrupted.
  


  
    “Yes,” he amended, “the false Murmandamus.
  


  
    “For reasons I do not understand, the plan unravelled, but my father is reported to have died killing your husband while the clans retreated north, back across the Teeth of the World.” He looked away as if thinking for a moment, then added, “My mother never wishes to speak of it.”
  


  
    “If you take your people north, Arkan,” said Liallan, “it will be their second trek across the mountains. Gorath married my sister as a means to save what was left of the old Clan Hawk, and my father grudgingly gave permission. But rather than bend his knee to my father, your father took my sister and his remaining retainers into the distant icelands, to nurse his wounds and grow strong again.” She indulged in a chuckle. “My father was livid. Gorath had outsmarted him, using his relationship to the Snow Leopards to ensure that the Ice Bears endured, while not surrendering any authority to him. It was a lesson I remembered when I was forced to wed Delekhan. I always admired your father and envied my sister in some ways.”
  


  
    Arkan raised a curious eyebrow.
  


  
    “Not the life Clothild endured: frozen lakes, barren ice floes, living on fish, walrus, and seal flesh. But she bore him three strong sons and when the Ice Bears came south thirty years later, they were a small but solid clan, one to be treated with respect.”
  


  
    He listened patiently, but had so far had heard nothing he hadn’t already known.
  


  
    “My father— your grandfather— had died by then, and I ruled the Snow Leopards. My marriage to Delekhan strengthened my position. It was his choice to make me an ally or his enemy. He wisely chose the first.
  


  
    “Yet I would not merge our clans, to his everlasting ire. There was never a hint of love in our marriage, my nephew.” She sipped her ale. “But here’s the truth,” she said flatly.
  


  
    Now Arkan was attentive.
  


  
    “Your father was counted a traitor by many, even by my sister, his wife, because he did something that ran counter to our every belief and history: he bargained with our enemies.”
  


  
    “Bargained?”
  


  
    “He had been captured by Delekhan’s agents while fleeing south—”
  


  
    “Fleeing?” echoed Arkan.
  


  
    She waved at him to be silent. “Your father chose to carry warning to the humans in the south. He had been the first to recognize the danger Delekhan and The Six were to our people, but knew he could not find allies enough among the clans to oppose them. So he sought those to the south who might be able to stop Delekhan. And he found them.”
  


  
    Arkan wanted to ask a question, but he remained silent.
  


  
    “He spoke with human nobles, spent time in Caldara, home of the Dwarven King of the Grey Towers, and even paid a visit to the Queen and that abomination she sleeps with in Elvandar.”
  


  
    Arkan stared at her. None of this was widely known. Finally he asked, “How do you know?”
  


  
    “Narab,” she said. “When Narab killed Delekhan’s son and rose to take command of Clan Badger, he needed to make peace with me. For once in his life he made the right choice and told me the truth.
  


  
    “The trap that was laid during the second attack on the Kingdom city of Sethanon was aided by eledhel and dwarves as well as humans. The secret Narab would happily kill you to hide is that he was the one in league with the eledhel, dwarves and humans. He used them to lure Delekhan’s son, Moraeulf, to his death and then solidify his hold on Clan Badger and their vassal clans.”
  


  
    Arkan sat back and drained his ale. “If the clan chieftains knew of this, Narab could never claim supremacy over the clans.”
  


  
    “It is a secret worth killing over. If he could will me dead, I’d be dead. And that’s why he chooses the path of patience on his journey to the throne.” His aunt looked solemn.
  


  
    “Why tell me this?”
  


  
    “Because Narab is close to claiming supremacy.”
  


  
    “Unless Narab has more swords than we know of, he may have already set what will become a full-scale bloodbath in motion, with his rough treatment of the clan chieftains down there.”
  


  
    Liallan shook her head. “It won’t come to that. By now he will have subdued the ‘council’ without killing any but a few bodyguards. We can be certain that if any chieftain perished tonight, he was no friends of Narab’s. He’ll send them home like whipped dogs in the next hour.”
  


  
    “The Star Elves?”
  


  
    “They have magic beyond our understanding, beyond even that of the spellweavers down in Elvandar.” She fixed her nephew with a steady gaze. “Unless something changes quickly Narab is only a year or so, away from entering Sar-Sargoth’s throne room and putting a crown on his own head.”
  


  
    “Even the false Murmandamus didn’t dare that, and he was mad.”
  


  
    “And he was mad,” Liallan repeated. “I think holy men are more dangerous than ambitious ones, Arkan. The false Murmandamus was content to just lead the nation on a pointless invasion of the human lands.” She sipped her ale. “Give me an ambitious murderer over a fanatic every time. The first will only try to kill you for your position, the second will destroy everything and everyone you love.”
  


  
    This took Arkan by surprise. His people were not especially demonstrative when it came to feelings and his aunt was perhaps the most ruthless a person he had ever encountered. The dark elves understood desire, but love… that was rare and usually reserved for children or, occasionally, siblings. To hear the word “love” come from Liallan’s mouth was something he had never expected.
  


  
    She smiled. “Yes, there are things I love, nephew. Mostly my clan: I have nurtured them as if ever warrior, every woman, each child were my own.”
  


  
    He nodded. As chieftain of his own small band he understood this feeling. “It is more than mere duty.”
  


  
    “Indeed,” she agreed.
  


  
    “So Narab seeks to make himself king and we are to just sit here and let him?”
  


  
    She shook her head and smiled. “No, to both. He will not make himself king… yet. Tonight is merely an abject lesson. If you head back down into the valley you’ll discover that most of the broken heads belonged to those in open opposition to Narab. His allies and those uncommitted to his cause were, perhaps, jostled a bit, but for the most part remain unharmed. He will claim he was merely restoring order and protecting his guests.”
  


  
    “Not all the clans were in attendance. I saw Clan Blood Elk heading west a few days back.”
  


  
    She looked contemptuous. “Those primitives are of no importance.”
  


  
    He knew she was right politically. “But good to have on your side in a fight.”
  


  
    “No doubt,” she agreed, “but this time we struggle to avoid a fight.”
  


  
    “I noticed no Snow Leopards at the gathering,” he said in a neutral tone.
  


  
    “Why would I go? I knew what was going to happen.”
  


  
    “Spies?”
  


  
    “I have many… friends. And Narab doesn’t have as many as he thinks he does.”
  


  
    “Well and good, but that still leaves me up here with you.”
  


  
    She stared at him, but said nothing.
  


  
    Finally he said, “You knew I’d come tonight.”
  


  
    She smiled. “As I said, this time we struggle to avoid a fight. Had I been in attendance tonight, Narab might have let his ambition overrule his better judgment, but if he knows I’m up here with my Snow Leopards…” She left the thought unfinished. “He knows that even now he cannot attack me.” Her smile broadened. “Again, he doesn’t have as many friends as he thinks he does.”
  


  
    “Which brings us to me.”
  


  
    “If I were to count all the relatives I have through marriage and by blood who are smart enough to recognize a futile fight, and then invite them here… well, let’s just say you and I wouldn’t have a lot of company.” She paused. “What orders did you give your men?”
  


  
    He shrugged. “If I’m not back by sunrise take the clan into the high mountains. If followed, journey further north to the ice floes.”
  


  
    “Just like your father,” Liallan said with a sad smile. “Do you welcome another twenty years hunting walrus and seal?”
  


  
    “Not particularly, but I welcome the obliteration of my clan even less.”
  


  
    “Then let us speak about what will preserve our clans.”
  


  
    “Our clans?”
  


  
    “The Ardanien and Hamandien are kin, even if some of my chieftains would wish it otherwise.”
  


  
    Arkan understood what she meant. The Ardanien and Hamandien were allies through blood and necessity. Had it not been for Liallan’s power, the Ice Bears would have been obliterated after Gorath’s defection to the Kingdom. No matter that he had saved the moredhel from being dominated by a madman, and aborted the attack on the Kingdom city of Sethanon, thereby saving hundreds of lives; he was still seen as a traitor. He waited.
  


  
    At last Liallan said, “Even as Narab unfolds his schemes, and thinks he’s gained the upper hand, there are other forces that may consume us.”
  


  
    “Those Star Elves?”
  


  
    “Among others. The humans war among themselves as well.”
  


  
    “So Narab stated; what has this to do with us?”
  


  
    “Ah, that is what must be discovered.” She studied his face for a moment, then asked, “What does Cetswaya tell you of his dreams and visions?”
  


  
    “He speaks little. He claims he puts little faith in dream-lore.”
  


  
    “Still, he has said something.”
  


  
    Arkan remained silent.
  


  
    “Then I shall tell you of my shaman. Arjuda dreams of dragons.”
  


  
    Arkan’s face became an unreadable mask.
  


  
    “Dragons on the wing, with riders on their back; a host mighty enough to blot out the sun.”
  


  
    Almost whispering, Arkan said, “So do I.”
  


  
    She nodded. “Then there is something you must do, for yourself, for me, for our clans, and ultimately our people— perhaps even our entire world.”
  


  
    Surprised by the fervour of his aunt’s words, he said, “Tell me.”
  


  
    “Who among your sons is fit to lead in your absence?”
  


  
    He thought about this. “All three, although Antesh is my heir. I have taught them to be ready, but he is the most level-headed.”
  


  
    “Good.” She sighed. “I’ve lost sons, Arkan. It is most bitter. Your father lost two, making you his heir.” She took a long moment to study Arkan. Her nephew had been as young as his father had been when the responsibility for his people fell to him. After a while she said, “Very well. There is something you must do. It will most likely get you killed, and even if you survive you may never be able to return to your clan. Are you willing to risk everything to save your kin?”
  


  
    Without hesitation he said, “That is a chieftain’s burden, and his honour.”
  


  
    “I’d expect no less an answer. Then come, Arkan of the Ardanien, this you must know: a conflict that will engulf our world is brewing, and without your help we may all perish. You must travel south, where the humans make war, and possibly beyond.” She fell silent.
  


  
    “What must I do?” he asked.
  


  
    Liallan looked him in the eyes, then motioned for him to stand. Once again she studied his face before speaking. “I do not know.”
  


  
    “So, I am to leave my home, place the care of my people in my sons’ hands, and… do something; but you do not know what it is?”
  


  
    “You must go south. You must disguise yourself as an eledhel, since few humans would notice the difference, and you must seek someone out.”
  


  
    “Who?”
  


  
    “Again I do not know. But I am certain you will find that person and then your next path will be made clearer.”
  


  
    Arkan was silent for a time, then said, “I respect you as much as anyone does— and you are my kinswoman— but you ask much and give so little.”
  


  
    “Should you survive, nephew, should all of us survive, I will give Kalina to your eldest son.”
  


  
    Arkan was rendered almost speechless. “Why?
  


  
    “Your sons are closer to the soil of this world than my chieftains. They are true sons of the moredhel, warriors without dishonour, strong without being overly ambitious. Should I name any of my chieftains my heir, the bickering and rivalries would tear the Hamandien apart within hours of my death. But if I name your son my heir, not only will he bring a small but powerful clan into the fold, but it will also prevent such a falling out. Clan Ardanien would serve as effective a personal bodyguard as any chieftain could desire. My chieftains would bend their knees and accept his rule to keep the clans intact. The Snow Leopards grow stronger and survive for another generation.”
  


  
    “You’d do that?”
  


  
    “If you go south and find this man you’re fated to meet.”
  


  
    “How do you know I’m fated to meet this… human?”
  


  
    “In my dream I see dragons flying; and upon a mountain peak two figures, one a man in a black robe, and the other is you. You protect him while he wields great magic. You are destined to save our people, Arkan.”
  


  
    He had no words, so he merely sat in silence. Then he rose, nodded and left the light, warm pavilion, and returned to a dark, cold, and windy world.
  


  



  • Chapter Two •


  


  Raid


  
    

  


  
    Bugles sounded the warning.
  


  
    Martin conDoin, son of the late Duke of Crydee, dropped the spoon carrying the first bite of food he’d had in hours and was nearly out of the door of the inn he was using as a forward headquarters before his chair hit the wooden floor. He hurried to the south-western gate. “Report!” he shouted as he ran from the harbour to the city’s entrance.
  


  
    Sergeant Magwin looked down from his position on top of the tower, a small figure at that distance, but his voice carried. “Scout’s returning, sir!”
  


  
    “Open the gates!” shouted Martin.
  


  
    An exhausted rider wearing the tunic of the garrison of Crydee came cantering through the partially opened gate and pulled up before Martin as it was slammed shut behind him. He was covered in road dirt and sweat, and his horse was near collapse. He saluted and said, “Found the infantry, sir.” He held out a folded parchment.
  


  
    Martin read the report. “Is he seriously refusing to return?”
  


  
    The scout dismounted. “Yes, sir. The captain of the column is from LaMut. He said, ‘I’ve got my orders, and they are to go to Sarth and meet the Duke; no lad from Crydee is telling me otherwise.’” He lowered his eyes. “That’s when he wrote that and gave it to me, sir.”
  


  
    Martin fumed silently, then said, “That’s… perfect.”
  


  
    Brendan, Martin’s younger brother and his adjutant, had hurried from the heart of the city, dodging through the press of people who were waiting nearby to hear what news the scout might bring. He was almost out of breath when he stopped and gasped out, “A small band from LaMut has arrived.”
  


  
    “Some good news,” said Martin, looking around. The two young men looked like twins, both with long brown hair to their shoulders and slender, agile bodies. Being only one year apart, the differences between them were growing smaller with each passing month. “How many?”
  


  
    “Forty,” said Brendan. “Mostly men over fifty, but they seem fit: farmers and millers, loggers and the like. Twenty or so are bowmen.”
  


  
    “Good, we can always use more archers on the wall. See to their quarters.”
  


  
    “They’ve got this old—” He laughed as he spread his arms widely, as if describing a fish he had caught. “A ballista that big… Maybe a bit bigger, but I’ve never seen its like. Said it’s been on the top of the gate in LaMut since… well, since anyone can remember. Some of the retired soldiers who came south thought it would be useful.”
  


  
    Martin tried to be amused, but failed. “Have them bring it here.” He glanced around and saw a small patch of earth between two buildings, perhaps once a garden in better days, and pointed at it. “Move the wagon there. We might need to put the ballista up on the wall.” He scanned the entirety of the battlement above, then said, “But I have no idea where.”
  


  
    Ylith held a unique position in the Kingdom. It was nestled in the north-eastern corner of a near-perfect but tiny harbour. Given the city’s position, the massive harbour gates were its main entrance. Away to the south-east, there was a small beach running barely a quarter of a mile between the southern edge of the city docks and the rocks along the quickly rising headlands. From there the coastline reared upward sharply to the promontory called Questor’s View, two days’ ride on a fast horse. A small village occupied the flat top of the promontory, and a small garrison was stationed there. The Duke had stripped it of soldiers as he marched south, leaving the village protected only by its surrounding terrain. From there, no safe landing existed until one was deep within the principality, near the town of Sarth, which currently was expecting the muster from Yabon.
  


  
    Shoals and rocks hidden just below the surface, to the south-west of the harbour, provided a natural defence against any nearby landings. The shallows created a tide race, and every experienced captain gave that part of the coast a wide berth lest they be swept onto the rocks and wrecked. It was over half a day’s ride by swift horse before a safe landing south of the city could be found.
  


  
    Between the city walls and foulborough beyond was an open plaza, giving archers on the wall a field of fire. The booths and stalls that on market days and holidays traditionally stood against the wall had been removed even before Martin and the Crydee muster had arrived.
  


  
    Three roads intersected at the centre of the plaza south-west of the harbour gates: the highway to the Free Cities and Natal ran south along the bay; the road to Crydee moved away to the north-west; and a small road led east, which rapidly turned into a farmer’s track. Here lay the heart of Ylith’s commerce, the busy port that was the gateway to Yabon.
  


  
    The city of Ylith had been seized by invaders once before, when the general leading the invading army of the Emerald Queen had set himself up as King of the Bitter Sea. Only a betrayal by one of his southern commanders in exchange for consideration from the Kingdom had allowed the tyrant to be dislodged. Martin had read the history of the Emerald Queen’s invasion and knew the vital part played by this city in protecting the principality, Yabon, and the passes to the Far Coast. The Kingdom might lose Crydee and recover, or even lose control of the eastern shore of the Bitter Sea between Ylith and Sarth, but if Ylith fell, all would be lost.
  


  
    “What news from the south?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “It’s bad,” said Martin, handing over the message.
  


  
    Brendan quickly read it. “Is he serious?”
  


  
    “Apparently.” Martin threw the parchment into the dust and looked around. “If I were in his place I would not wish to explain to my duke where his infantry was, if he was expecting them to arrive in Sarth next week.”
  


  
    “Would you rather explain how you lost all of Yabon?” countered Brendan.
  


  
    “Just following orders,” said Martin dryly. “Well, the pirate we hired should have delivered my message to the Duke by the time the infantry reaches Sarth.” He calculated. “If the Prince hasn’t commanded him to continue on to Krondor or stay in Sarth, he could be back here with his cavalry and light foot regiment in ten days.”
  


  
    “Lots of ifs,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “I know,” answered Martin. “Where are we now?”
  


  
    His brother knew exactly what Martin was asking. “Our men at arms number three hundred from Crydee, plus the fifty irregulars the Duke of Yabon left here with Bolton.” Captain Bolton was the nephew of the commander of the Earl of LaMut’s guard. The brothers were convinced that he had been left behind in the hope that no attack would ever reach this far north. Once he had been taken down a peg or two by Martin, the earnest young man had turned out to be completely out of his depth, which was the reason for all his bluster when they first met.
  


  
    Brendan continued, “About two hundred men and boys have trickled in since you sent word north, but they’re the ones who were too unfit to answer the Duke of Yabon’s first muster: mostly old men, a few former soldiers, and eager boys, for the main part under fifteen years old. And too few damn weapons.”
  


  
    “Well, set them to making arrows. They’ll be slow at it at first, but if there are enough hands put to the task we should do well. I’d rather the archers had too many than too few.”
  


  
    “Wood is no problem, and the smiths here can do the broad-heads, but we’re going to have a problem with the flights: not enough feathers.”
  


  
    “Use chicken feathers if you have to. Set snares for pigeons and seagulls,” snapped Martin. “I don’t care.” Then he closed his eyes and said, “Sorry. I’m…”
  


  
    Brendan put his hand on his brother’s arm. “I know.” He indicated with a nod of his head that the scout was still standing nearby.
  


  
    Martin dismissed the man with thanks and ordered the gates of the city sealed. He looked towards the heart of the town and said, “How are the provisions?”
  


  
    “Enough,” said Brendan as they started walking back to the mayor’s house, which was being used for local headquarters. “With most of the fighting men down south, the local farms can provide enough for a siege, as long as we keep the north gate and road clear.” The old baron’s castle on the hill to the north-west of the city was far enough away. Martin had done little more than give it a quick inspection, but it would serve as a last resort for defence if the entire town fell to the Keshians. It was his purpose to see that didn’t happen, for even if they held the keep above the town, Kesh would have achieved their purpose: bisecting the Western Realm. If that happened, no aid could flow in either direction. Not only would this region be lost, the entire Western Realm would be left vulnerable.
  


  
    Martin glanced around as if seeking inspiration. His home of Crydee was already crawling with colonists from the far south of the Empire, the region known as the Keshian Confederacy, and they were aggressively driving out whoever occupied the farms and mills, mines and lumbering villages. Herds had been seized, as had anything else of value, and a steady stream of displaced Kingdom citizens entered Ylith on a daily basis.
  


  
    “You look lost in thought,” observed Brendan.
  


  
    Martin smiled slightly at his younger brother. “Just trying to imagine what I’d be doing next if I were the Keshian commander in Crydee.”
  


  
    Brendan shrugged. “It would depend on what his orders are, right?”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “We’ve not seen any Keshian ships this far north. Queg must be keeping them busy to the south.”
  


  
    Brendan knew his brother meant that Queg was keeping Kesh from sailing west of their island kingdom. While no formal treaty existed between Queg and the Kingdom, they were effectively allied against Kesh’s northward expansion in the Bitter Sea. The part of the Kingdom fleet that wasn’t stationed down in Port Vykor and Krondor would be hugging the coast of the Principality, freeing Queg from the need to protect their eastern coast. “Even if they bottled up all of the Prince’s fleet at Krondor, some Kingdom ships had to sortie out of Port Vykor and would have been out on the water when this war started. Most likely, there’s a line of ships between Vykor and Sarth, enough to hold the Keshians in check.”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “Which means Kesh is not reinforcing her armies by sea.”
  


  
    “So, the only large force they have in the region is the one that drove us out of Crydee,” finished Brendan.
  


  
    Martin squatted. “Let’s assume for the moment that whatever ships Kesh have are down south supporting the land assaults against Land’s End, Vykor and Krondor. So how does that leave us here in the north?” He pulled out his belt knife and drew a half-circle in the earth. “We’re here,” he said, sticking his blade point into the ground. He motioned towards what would be the west on his makeshift map. “If they bring those forces here, we can face them along one or two walls at most, without support and not worry about the rest of our defences.” He motioned to the south of the harbour gate. “Out there is a natural choke point between the docks and gate.” He stood up. “Unless they mean to swim across from the western shore then attack up the road…” His expression changed and he motioned for Brendan to follow him as he hurried over to the steps leading up to the ramparts.
  


  
    At the top of the wall he could see the handful of men stationed along the battlement, all trying to appear keen and ready, but really just hiding their boredom. Martin knew the tedium of the watch only too well as he and his brothers had served more than their share; their father had ensured that his three sons understood every aspect of the soldier’s trade. There was an old soldier’s saying: War is protracted periods of boredom punctuated by short bursts of violence and terror; and so far, Martin had found that to be entirely true.
  


  
    Scanning the docks below the wall and the foulborough between the city walls and the docks, he said, “How would you attack this city?”
  


  
    Brendan moved to one of the crenels and leaned out slightly, his hands resting on the merlons to either side. He said, “I’d not wish to.”
  


  
    “I know, but if you did, how?”
  


  
    His younger brother was silent as he continued to survey the landscape beyond the wall. His attention lingered for a moment on the keep high above the city and then dropped to the road from the west, across the harbourage and then the road to the south. Finally he said, “I’d come at the city from the east. It’s the weakest part of the defence.”
  


  
    “But to do that means you’d have to get your forces across the water to the western coast of the principality. No ships, remember.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “The Free Cities have ships.”
  


  
    “But to turn south and move on Port Natal leaves your rear exposed to… well, us.
  


  
    “And even if you get past the Rangers sniping at you from behind every tree, win past the city defenders, and get your hands on enough ships, you’ve still got to sail back north and get past Queg’s patrols.” He stopped, thoughtful. “But your instincts are right, I’m certain. We just have to figure out how they intend to do it.”
  


  
    “Which brings us back to a raiding fleet from the south,” said Brendan.
  


  
    Martin shook his head. “Let’s leave the problem of how they do it to the Keshians. We must assume they can get to the western shore of the Bitter Sea. If I were their commander, I’d make straight for Questor’s View and come ashore on that beach to the north of the town.”
  


  
    “Which would put you only a day’s forced march south of that old fortification there,” said Brendan, pointing across the water.
  


  
    “That would be a fine staging area. Leaving out the part about swimming across, invisible ships, or other magic as beside the point of having soldiers there, let’s assume the Keshian Commander is as intelligent as you are.” Martin turned. “Sergeant Ruther!” he shouted.
  


  
    “Sir!” came the answering reply from below.
  


  
    The old sergeant might not always be in sight but he was always near at hand. Martin motioned for him to come up and despite his age the old soldier took the steps two at a time as he hurried to his young commander’s side. When he reached Martin, he said, “Sir?”
  


  
    “What can you tell us about that old fortification?
  


  
    “Been abandoned for nearly a hundred years, I’ve been told. Built as a buttress against some nasty raids over the mountains and down along the coast. Seems things got calmer and one of the old barons decided that paying for a second garrison wasn’t necessary.”
  


  
    “How long would it take to ride down and have a look around?”
  


  
    “An hour to get there. It’s farther away than it looks from here. That’s no hill overlooking the beach and the road bends through the woodlands. Another hour to inventory, and then an hour to return. Be back by supper, sir.”
  


  
    “Get to it,” said Martin.
  


  
    As Ruther headed down the steps bellowing orders to form a detail to ride with him, a sentry at the far western corner shouted, “Patrol coming in!”
  


  
    Martin turned to see four riders coming in at a canter; an urgent enough pace to indicate that there was news, but not fast enough to signal immediate danger. “Open the gates!” he commanded.
  


  
    Four riders entered, as grimy as their horses. The sudden early summer rains had quickly dried out and mud and dust covered both mount and horseman. The leader of the patrol, a newly promoted corporal named Jackson, dismounted and said, “Saw ’em, sir.”
  


  
    “Where?”
  


  
    “Their vanguard is about half a day’s ride the other side of the pass.” The rangy, sandy-haired young man stopped and calculated. “Saw them at dawn yesterday, Commander, so they must be a day and a half, perhaps two days at the most, behind us.”
  


  
    “How many have they brought?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “The whole bunch, sir,” said Jackson. He thanked the guard who handed him a water skin. He took a long pull from it, then said, “Seems like they don’t feel the need to leave much behind. It’s as if they don’t care about any attempt to retake Crydee from the south.”
  


  
    “Odd,” said Martin. “So what numbers do you think we’ll see, and when?”
  


  
    “Five hundred horses, if I judged rightly; a bunch of those desert fellows with the leopardskin trim on their helmets, maybe three hundred; and what looks like heavy cavalry: lancers with baggage wagons. And infantry. At least a thousand Dog Soldiers, and twice that number of irregulars.”
  


  
    “Siege engines?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “I expect they took ’em apart after we left Crydee, and will be dragging them along, sir. Didn’t stay around to see if they were in the rear with those leopard fellows getting close. A couple of them gave chase, but they didn’t last long once we turned and ran.”
  


  
    Martin studied the distant road through the gate. He had ordered entrapments and barriers erected, knowing full well they were more of nuisance to the enemy than a real deterrent. Still, anything that kept the Keshians from swarming over that hill and coming straight at the gate was to be earnestly wished for.
  


  
    His eyes returned once again to the old keep on top of the hill overlooking the road. He had conducted a quick inspection of their defences a week earlier when he had first arrived. Now he wondered if he had been overly hasty.
  


  
    “Find Bolton,” Martin said softly to his brother.
  


  
    Captain Bolton appeared at a run behind Brendan less than five minutes later. He was a slender young man, the same age as Martin. He had been left in charge of the city’s defences by the Duke of Yabon, and until now, his only practical experience had been overseeing a squad of the Earl of LaMut’s personal guards, of which his uncle was commander. To the brothers’ surprise, he had turned out to be a willing worker and a quick study; his arrogant manner as defender of the city had been a mask to hide his uncertainty. But once Martin had defined his duties, Bolton had thrown himself into whatever task had been given him. Even Brendan had come to like him despite the fact they were both smitten by the mayor’s daughter, Lily.
  


  
    Martin said to him, “What I need to know is if there is any sort of sally port or secret exit from that keep.”
  


  
    Bolton said, “I don’t know, but I’ll find out.”
  


  
    Martin nodded and Bolton ran off towards the stable nearest the gate.
  


  
    Brendan smiled at his retreating back. “He’s still eager.”
  


  
    “He’s just like a lot of men,” said Martin. “A total waste until you give them something meaningful to do, then you see the man’s true measure.”
  


  
    “What are you thinking?” Brendan asked with a twitch of his head in the general direction of the keep.
  


  
    “If that Keshian commander can get control of that ridge up there,” he pointed to the crest of the road and the clearings on either side, “he can erect those trebuchets and just pound this wall until it’s rubble. Then a single charge down the hill and he has this city.”
  


  
    “So you want to hit him in the arse?” said Brendan, but his expression was serious.
  


  
    “If I can get a big enough company behind him, yes; but he’ll have pickets stationed a quarter of a mile out on either flank. If there’s a tunnel or an old escape route, or a sally port with a road downhill…” He shrugged. “It’s worth a look.”
  


  
    “Yes it is.”
  


  
    Martin motioned for the gates to be closed and said, “If I was that Keshian commander, I’d be sending scouts south of the pass road to seek out game trails and old farmers wagon paths, so I can infiltrate as many men as possible south of here without being seen.”
  


  
    “Should we send a patrol towards Natal?”
  


  
    “The Free City Rangers should be able to annoy the Keshians and prevent them moving too far south, so we can guess where they’ll pop up if they do infiltrate.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “I’m glad it’s you having to puzzle all this out, brother. I’m a bit out of my depth.”
  


  
    “You’d do fine, I suspect,” Martin said with a tired smile. Then he stared at the closed gates as if he could somehow will his sight through them, over the mountains and to the Keshian camp. “It’s just the waiting that tires me out.”
  


  
    “And a lack of sleep.” With the evil grin of a younger brother Brendan said, “Besides being up all hours getting our defences in place, Bethany—”
  


  
    Before he could finish, Martin raised a single finger before his brother’s nose. “Don’t!”
  


  
    Stepping back, Brendan put his hands up, palms out, in a supplicating gesture. “I was only going to say that you spend a great deal of time talking to her after supper.”
  


  
    Martin fixed his younger brother with an expression that meant he found his brother’s claim to be dubious, but he let it go. “She’s a wonder,” he said in obvious admiration. “She’s done amazing things with the women and children in this town: about two-thirds of the women and almost all the children are leaving tomorrow for the north, to seek shelter in Zün. The women who are staying behind will cook, wash clothing, and care for the wounded.”
  


  
    “They will no doubt make good account of themselves if the Keshians do get over that wall.”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “Kesh is never gentle with those they conquer. Rape and slavery is the best to hope for beyond a quick death.”
  


  
    Both young men had read the histories and accounts of wars in the past. No nation could claim virtue in the throes of struggle; the Kingdom had been as brutal as anyone during the conquest of their neighbours as they extended their borders in ages past, but those had been wars of expansion and those who had been conquered were now considered as citizens as much as the first raiders who left the island Kingdom of Rillanon.
  


  
    Kesh’s wars were of subjugation. Only “Truebloods” were granted full citizenship. Those who served the Empire and had lived around the massive lake known the Overn Deep for generations were counted as lesser citizens, though some had risen to high office. Everyone else was regarded as a subject. Even colonists who had moved to distant lands, like the Far Coast and Natal— the ancient province of Bosania— and the Island of Queg, became lesser subjects. And as a result, Kesh’s Legionaries and Dog Soldiers had been putting down rebellions for centuries.
  


  
    The results were uniform. When Kesh conquered, she occupied: indigenous people were driven out, killed or enslaved.
  


  
    It was that knowledge that kept Martin from feeling like a total failure. He had abandoned his family’s castle, but had he remained he would be dead, or perhaps an object of ransom. There would be no truce with Kesh. Their only hope was to withstand whatever assault came this way, and hold out against the return of the Duke of Yabon’s forces. When they arrived, he would lead his men of Crydee home and drive the Keshian trespassers from every mill, farm, mine, and fishing community within the Duchy.
  


  
    Brendan saw his brother’s expression and said, “What?”
  


  
    Letting out a long breath, Martin said, “Nothing. Everything. Just a lot of thoughts.” He glanced around as if he might find one more task that needed his attention.
  


  
    “Go back to the mayor’s house and get some rest. Talk with Bethany now and get some sleep later.”
  


  
    Martin let his shoulders slump as he relaxed. “I just—”
  


  
    “I know,” said his brother putting his hand on Martin’s arm. “If anything needs to be done, I’ll do it.” Then he grinned, and said, “Or I’ll send for you. Is that all right?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Martin. “I’ll never admit it to anyone else, but I couldn’t have pulled this together without your help, little brother.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “I would be lost without your leadership, Martin. But I would give all of my inheritance to have Hal here.”
  


  
    Martin nodded in earnest agreement. “I, too.” Their brother had been groomed to rule, and was a far better leader than his two younger siblings. “He has a definite knack for this sort of thing.”
  


  
    “You’re not doing badly, honestly.”
  


  
    “I wonder what he’s up to right now?”
  


  
    “Probably trying to find a way to get home,” answered Brendan. “Little chance there, I should think. Kesh probably has Roldem bottled up, or Roldem’s now allied with Kesh and Hal’s been arrested or is in hiding.”
  


  
    “You think like Father,” said Martin. “I never gave a thought to what might be occurring in Roldem.” A moment of sadness passed between them: they’d had little time to truly mourn the loss of their father.
  


  
    Finally Martin broke the mood and said, “Come, we have work to do.”
  


  
    “Raiders!”
  


  
    The warning echoed across the silent square behind the harbour gates and was repeated by every sentry along the wall. Martin was dressed and out of the door of his room in the mayor’s house before the alarm bell stopped. He was joined by Brendan as the two brothers nearly collided at the top of the stairs.
  


  
    Two young women were waiting for them as they reached the main floor of the house: Bethany, daughter of the Earl of Carse, and Lily, the mayor’s daughter. Bethany was sharing Lily’s room at the back of the house and both women were wearing heavy robes over their nightgowns.
  


  
    Before either could voice a question, Martin said, “Get dressed and be ready to ride north if I give the order.” He kissed Bethany absently on the cheek and was quickly away while she stood there for a moment.
  


  
    She looked at Lily and shook her head. “Be ready to run? I don’t think so.” She turned towards her host’s room and said, “Are you coming?”
  


  
    “Where?” asked Lily. She and Bethany had taken an instant liking to one another, but Lily was often amazed at what she thought of as Bethany’s rough ways. She rode a horse like a man, wearing trousers! She was practised with weapons, and thought nothing of fine clothing, jewellery, fragrances, or cosmetics. Still, the younger girl liked Bethany a great deal and because of her rank the mayor had been reluctant to stem her more outlandish behaviour; a condition Lily exploited at every chance. Bethany’s expression was one that communicated the answer to where was obvious.
  


  
    Lily’s eyes widened as she realized Bethany was going to ignore Martin’s orders, then she nodded and grinned as she shouted, “Wait for me!”
  


  
    The raid was well underway by the time the young women had changed into something more appropriate. A few inhabitants still ran northward, many carrying their most precious belongings in sacks over their shoulder or in packs on their backs, but at the foot of the city’s wall, no other civilians were in sight. Columns of soldiers were lined up on either side of the street, awaiting orders to mount one flight of steps or another, flank either side of the gate, or be ready to repel invaders should the gates fall.
  


  
    Flickering light in the sky above the gate was a sign of fire, and Bethany ran up the right-hand steps to the top of the wall.
  


  
    Martin and Brendan stood talking as Captain Bolton pushed passed them, “Excuse me—” He stopped. “Lily?” He glanced at Bethany and added, “My lady?”
  


  
    Bethany wore her travel clothes: riding breeches, a linen shirt under a leather tunic, and riding boots. She was also sporting her composite bow and a hip-quiver full of broadhead arrows.
  


  
    “Ah, I don’t think you should be here—” he started, but Bethany planted her left hand on his chest and gave him the slightest shove.
  


  
    “Don’t let us keep you from carrying out your orders, Captain.” She swept past the wide-eyed young man.
  


  
    Lily shot him a quick smile as she also darted past him to follow Bethany.
  


  
    Martin turned just as Bethany arrived, and if he was surprised to see her there, he didn’t show it. A quick play of expressions across his face betrayed his internal debate about what to do with her, but he finally decided that telling her to do anything was futile. Without her asking, he said, “Raiders.”
  


  
    She glanced over the wall, and despite the night’s gloom could see the dark figures carrying torches down near the docks. “What are they doing?” she asked.
  


  
    “I don’t know, but I’m not about to risk men tonight to find out. The docks and foulborough are deserted and anything worth saving was fetched inside the city walls days ago. Besides a couple of rotten fishing boats at anchor, there’s nothing there of value.”
  


  
    “They’re setting fires,” said Lily.
  


  
    Brendan leaned back a little, looking behind his brother and Bethany so he could clearly see the girl. “Lily,” he said with a nod. “You shouldn’t be here.”
  


  
    Her eyes got wide and, feigning surprise, she said, “Oh?”
  


  
    Brendan smiled, “My brother won’t say it to her,” he nodded at Bethany, “so I felt the need to say it on his behalf, even though I know telling Bethany to do anything is a lost cause.”
  


  
    Martin ignored their banter. He looked up to the sentry on the closest tower and shouted up to him, “What do you see?”
  


  
    “Just what you do, sir. They’re setting fires all over the docks.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “What are they up to?”
  


  
    Martin glanced at the bow in Bethany’s hand and said, “If you’re staying, you must do two things: follow my orders exactly and don’t get killed.”
  


  
    She kissed him. “Tell me what to do.”
  


  
    He glanced around and said, “Stand over there,” he pointed to a crenel, “and watch for anyone coming along the wall opposite you. You’ll have to lean out a bit, so don’t overbalance. I don’t want to open the gate and come out to fetch you back in.”
  


  
    She smiled and said, “But you would.”
  


  
    He ignored the flirting, knowing she was hiding her own fear at possibly being under enemy fire again. “Shoot anything on that side of the wall that gets close to the gate.”
  


  
    Martin turned to the general assembly of soldiers gathering in the square and shouted, “Sergeant Magwin!”
  


  
    “Sir!” came the instant response from below.
  


  
    “Archers to the walls, and form a flying company opposite the gate!”
  


  
    “Yes, sir!” shouted the old sergeant from Crydee.
  


  
    “Sergeant Ruther,” said Martin in a lower tone, knowing that his most senior officer from Crydee would have by now found his commander on the wall.
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    He turned to look at the grey-haired fighter. “Archers are to shoot anything that crosses the outer killing ground, especially anyone carrying torches or oil near the gate.”
  


  
    “Sir,” he said and set about at once relaying Martin’s orders.
  


  
    Ancient cities often outgrew their walls, especially during times of peace; a foulborough grew beyond the outer precincts of many of them, such as Krondor, LaMut, and all the great eastern cities. In some cities like Salador, the inner walled city was the smallest quarter. But the barons of Ylith had been cautious men, who knew how easily the invaders under the Emerald Queen had swept in through the foulborough and over the walls. Since then, no building had been permitted against the city wall behind the fishing town and docks area, creating an effective bailey where archers could punish any attackers.
  


  
    While a long peace had existed between the invasion of the Emerald Queen’s army and this Keshian attack, vigilance had been bred into the rulers of Ylith. Moreover, the natural slope of the landscape and the curve of the harbour caused the main gate to the city to be set at an angle unfavourable to attack. There was no easy way to bring a ram to bear on the gate and move it into position for a run. Unlike Crydee, the city gates of Ylith were massive, their huge hinges had knuckles the size of a small tree bole, with three foot leaves on each side held in place by massive iron bolts driven through the foot-thick hardwood. They were as stout as steel after years of drying in the sun, being oiled and tended with preservatives. The Keshians would have to stand on the crest of the road and hurl stones at the gate with their trebuchets, to see how long that portion of the wall could take a pounding. Martin knew they could take weeks of damage before giving out, long enough for relief to arrive from the south.
  


  
    As he thought of that, he understood. “I know what are they doing.” Brendan and the girls looked at him as Martin explained, “This isn’t an attack on our gates. They are trying to prevent any Kingdom fleet from landing.”
  


  
    Brendan appeared confused, then comprehension dawned. “The piers!”
  


  
    “Burned to the waterline.” Martin said, nodding.
  


  
    “The underwater pilings would stove in any hull that got near,” finished his brother.
  


  
    They thought of the three long piers that extended out from the quayside and imagined the tree-sized wooden supports jutting just below the surface.
  


  
    Bethany said, “The tide would carry any ship right into them.”
  


  
    “They would have to anchor off shore and row men in to land!” added Brendan.
  


  
    It was Lily who said, “I know that slows things down, but they’d still come ashore to relieve us, right?”
  


  
    Martin scanned the tableau before him; the flames had begun to take the buildings nearest the docks and the scene below was quickly growing clearer. “Not if they have to withstand… The old fortress!”
  


  
    “What about it?” asked Brendan. Sergeant Ruther had inspected it the day before on Martin’s order, and had reported back that it was run down, but the walls were still stout; with a little work it could easily be made defensible.
  


  
    “Sergeant Ruther!” Martin bellowed.
  


  
    “Sir!” As ever, the answer came at once from below.
  


  
    “Open the sally port and get a detachment of cavalry down to the old fortress! Round up a company of foot soldiers and send them on afterwards. At first light I want carpenters and stonemasons down there starting repairs!”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    “I thought we weren’t going to utilize that fort,” said his brother.
  


  
    “We wouldn’t if we were only facing an assault from one quarter.” He paused and let out a slow tired breath. “We have to deny them any possible foothold on the eastern shore.”
  


  
    “Do you think they mean to seize it?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “It’s what I would do if I was going to attempt a landing,” said Martin. “If they get a foothold on that side of the harbour mouth, install some catapults or trebuchets into that fortress, they can deny any reinforcements a safe landing, and when they’re ready to attack they can hit us from two sides at once. We would not only have to defend this gate, but the eastern gate as well, and that would spread our archers too thinly. We don’t have enough men to deal with an assault from two sides.
  


  
    “And if we were forced to sally against an eastern assault, we’d have to ride out of the north gate and circle through miles of pasture lands and hedgerows, with no clear line of attack until we reach that beach—”
  


  
    “Where their arches would cut us to pieces,” finished Brendan.
  


  
    Martin considered the possibilities for a moment, then shouted, “Sergeant Ruther!”
  


  
    The old soldier reappeared at Martin’s side. “Sir?”
  


  
    “Where do we now stand with archers? How many do we have?”
  


  
    “Those who can fire a bow, sir, or those who can actually hit a target?”
  


  
    Martin hesitated, then said, “Fire a bow.”
  


  
    “A hundred and fifty, give or take a few,” answered Ruther.
  


  
    “Take thirty of our best and that flying company, and occupy the old fortress to oversee the refitting personally. Build a fire under the carpenters and masons if you must, but I want it defensible by yesterday.” Suddenly a thought came to him. “And take that miniature ballista with you.” He pointed to where the portal ballista rested in the wagon that had carried it down from LaMut. “Aim it where you think you can do the most damage to the Keshians if they try to seize that emplacement. I have a feeling,” he added in lower tones, “that they’re going to try to ferry men across and hit us from the east as they assault this gate.”
  


  
    “Sir!” said Ruther. “May I suggest that we might do well with some oil, sir?”
  


  
    “Take what you need, but if you use it, try not to burn the place…” Martin stopped. For a long moment he was silent. Then he said, “No. Take as much oil as you need, and if it comes to it, burn that fortification to the ground. If we lose it, we’ll deny the Keshians its use.”
  


  
    Martin glanced at his brother and the sergeant, and then turned his gaze back to the harbour and sea beyond. “Kesh won’t try to land troops in small boats if they can’t gain a foothold. If we place archers in the trees on the hills above the harbour, there’s no safe place for them to muster for an assault. More than half would be dead before they got to the road.” He nodded.
  


  
    “Well done, sir,” said Ruther with obvious approval. He turned and ran off.
  


  
    As flames leapt skyward and the entire foulborough became consumed, Brendan said, “What do we do next?”
  


  
    Martin glanced west, then towards the fire, and then eastward, as if trying to see something in the distance that might be approaching from any side of the city. Finally he rested against the stones, already feeling the heat from the fire behind and looked northward. “We wait, and hope the night holds no more surprises for us.”
  


  



  • Chapter Three •


  


  Attack


  
    

  


  
    Miranda pointed towards the smoke in the sky.
  


  
    “Fires,” said the being once known as Child.
  


  
    Belog, who now called himself Nakor, nodded. “Big ones.”
  


  
    They were riding in a wagon towards the north gate of Ylith, having discovered in LaMut the single most frustrating fact of their new identities: they might have had Miranda and Nakor’s memories imposed over their own, but they didn’t possess their abilities.
  


  
    Two days of trying to reassert their human abilities, one aggravating attempt after another, had left them both exasperated and at a loss. It was as if they knew the language, yet when they spoke only gibberish emerged. They still possessed their demonic abilities, despite their human appearances, but no hint of the prodigious power that Miranda once possessed now remained. Even in her human guise she was physically more powerful than the strongest human warrior many times over, as well as being faster than the swiftest elf. Her magic was what it had been in the demon realm: an ability to inflict destruction at an astonishing rate. But even the most meagre of Miranda’s human magic remained beyond her reach.
  


  
    Her first thought had been to find Miranda’s husband, Pug, for while she knew she was not really his late wife, she still possessed all of Miranda’s memories and emotions. For the very first time, a demon appreciated the concept of love as mortals understood it, and felt the pain of separation from her husband and sons; or rather Miranda’s husband and sons.
  


  
    The demon in Miranda’s form knew the memories had been grafted on to its own, and how: another ploy by the Trickster God, Kalkin. Yet they were so vivid, both the good and the bad, that it was impossible to remain objective about the life imprinted over her own. Child possessed mere days of memory, while Miranda’s stretched well beyond a century. Her false human identity overwhelmed her true demon consciousness. The same held true for Nakor, as the demon known as Belog now thought of himself, although his demon memories were years longer than Child’s. But while Nakor had possessed abilities, Belog had only possessed knowledge, so his inability to access Nakor’s “tricks” was not a particular source of frustration to the demon-turned-human.
  


  
    He found it amusing that Nakor was by nature far more patient and content to accept things as they were than Miranda; if a woman over a century old could be called “youthfully impetuous” it was Miranda.
  


  
    One thing became truer by the day: their human consciousnesses were slowly displacing the demonic, and both had begun to feel as if they had somehow simply died human and reawakened in these new bodies. If anything had eased Nakor’s annoyance at his changed status, it had been the wry amusement he felt watching Miranda’s complete frustration over hers.
  


  
    Lacking the ability to transport themselves to Sorcerer’s Isle magically, they had been forced to seek another means of conveyance. So a ride on a supply wagon had been purchased, allowing the former demons to discuss their situation as they slowly wended their way southward. To the others travelling in this tiny caravan they looked like nothing out of the ordinary, no more unusual than any pairing of an attractive middle-aged woman with an odd-looking old man, Keshian by his garb and complexion. With the war underway, there were many people on the road, some moving northward, away from the pending Keshian assault, others south, towards potential riches.
  


  
    Nakor and Miranda had both lived a very long time, and had known many wars, and so neither was surprised by the flow of people towards the coming bloody conflict. There was always a direct relationship between risk and reward in wartime.
  


  
    Over the years both of them had witnessed wars fought by armies outnumbered by their camp followers: prostitutes, gamblers, weapons sellers, armour makers, tailors, skinners, bowyers, food suppliers, all willing to risk harm, even death, in exchange for a possible windfall of gold. Miranda’s memory even recalled one bold and enterprising farmer who had rushed his small herd of cattle to an invading army’s quartermaster and sold it for gold, mere hours before the commander ordered his riders out to forage for food; he had managed to sell what they would have pillaged anyway. Miranda had always wondered what had become of that farmer.
  


  
    Despite the odd musings created by memories that were at once familiar yet new, the attention of the two demons-turned-human was drawn to the south, where the afternoon sky was thick with smoke clouds above the city.
  


  
    The wagon slowed and the driver turned and said, “Looks like Ylith has fallen.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “There may be fires, but that doesn’t mean it’s fallen. If the gates had been breached, we’d see a flood of retreating people streaming past us now.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m going to wait and see. No risk in pausing,” said the old teamster, “but a lot of risk in blundering forward.”
  


  
    Miranda jumped down from the back of the wagon and saw that the other teams in the small caravan had also pulled over to the verge of the road. “I’ll tell you what,” said the demon in human form. “We’ll wander down and take a look and if we don’t come back…” She saw the face of Nakor grinning. “Assume the worst.”
  


  
    They set off down the road at quick pace and when they were out of earshot, Nakor laughed loudly. “Assume the worst?”
  


  
    “Well, I wasn’t going to tell him we weren’t coming back, and if he wants to sit there waiting for someone to blow the all-clear, he’s picked the wrong trade.”
  


  
    They moved rapidly, their demonic strength and endurance extant under their human appearance. Miranda and Nakor, as they now thought of themselves, had no idea why they were here, even if they knew Kalkin was behind their existence. But they trusted that it was for a reason and an important one, and they knew that to uncover that reason, the most logical place to begin was where the most powerful practitioners of magic resided: Sorcerer’s Isle.
  


  
    Moreover, though she said nothing to Nakor, Miranda ached to see her family. In her memory she had just withstood a brutal demon attack on her home and had successfully driven them off with her husband, son, and the other magicians when a wounded demon had leapt from feigned death and ripped out half of her neck, causing almost instantaneous death. The shock of the attack had made the details vague and since Nakor had died before the invasion, she had no witness with whom to speak. She didn’t know if her husband had survived, though she counted it likely, nor how her children fared. She needed to know, and it was slowly becoming an overwhelming urge.
  


  
    Within minutes of leaving the woodlands, they started down a gentle sloping road and could clearly see the city. The fire appeared to rage beyond the city, perhaps on the docks or through some ships near the quayside, for although a canopy of smoke hung over Ylith, no pillars of soot and ash rose within the walls. Still, the defenders of the city were vigilant, and as Miranda and Nakor approached the gate, they were challenged from the wall.
  


  
    “Who’s there?” The voice sounded very young and not terribly confident.
  


  
    “Travellers,” answered Miranda. She glanced at Nakor who grinned at her statement of the obvious. “Who seek shelter.”
  


  
    “The gates are to stay shut. Commander’s orders.”
  


  
    “We’re hardly an invading force from Kesh,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “He looks Keshian,” said the owner of the high-pitched voice, now obviously a boy wearing an ill-fitting helm as he leaned out between two merlons to point at Nakor.
  


  
    “I travel a lot!” shouted Nakor, his grin widening.
  


  
    Miranda said, “This may prove difficult.”
  


  
    “You want to just leap up there?” asked the short gambler.
  


  
    Miranda looked dubious. “I might be able to, but could you?”
  


  
    “I’m more nimble than I look,” said Nakor, his grin fading as if she had hurt his feelings. Then the smile returned. “Besides, it would terrify the boy.”
  


  
    Looking up at the downturned face above them, Miranda shouted, “When will the commander order the gates open to travellers?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” answered the boy. He kept glancing over his shoulder as if expecting someone to arrive and tell him what to do.
  


  
    “Why don’t you run off and find someone to ask?” said Miranda, and the boy nodded and vanished from sight.
  


  
    “I was about to say that,” said Nakor with a relieved expression.
  


  
    Glancing around, Miranda wrapped her arms around her as if chilled, though the air was balmy. “It’s so difficult at times.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded. “I think the longer we abide in this realm, the more these memories will begin to feel like our true ones, and the memories we have of our home realm will fade to nothing.”
  


  
    Miranda nodded. “I sometimes struggle to remember being Child.” She looked for a moment at Nakor, once Belog the Archivist of King Dahun, Demon Lord of one of the five most powerful realms in the Fifth Plane of existence. “My earliest recollections of my mother, and even those of meeting you, are fading and becoming dream-like.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “One thing remains constant: no matter the realm in which we find ourselves, or what manner of being we become, life will be a struggle.” He shrugged. “That, in its own way at least, is reassuring.”
  


  
    “What you told me—” She shook her head as if struggling to find the correct context. “What Nakor’s memories…” She sighed in resignation. “What you told me in the Dasati realm about Miranda’s father, do you think that will happen to us?”
  


  
    Nakor cocked his head slightly as if pondering the thought for a moment, then said, “If you mean do I think we shall die once our purpose here is over…?” Again he shrugged. “I can only speculate. There are differences. From what Pug and I surmised, Macros’s memories were overlaid on a dying Dasati, and his life extended through the Trickster God’s intercession, but the Dasati was verging on death already. We on the other hand, despite our appearances, are still demons in the prime of our power, thanks to your generosity in our home realm.”
  


  
    “You mean in not devouring you?”
  


  
    “Among other things,” said Nakor with a widening grin. “It is the nature of our race to view most things as a struggle, combat or a transaction, but now that we have all these human memories and emotions… I remember… The last thing Nakor thought was how interesting his life was.” The grin broadened. “And that, I must say, was an understatement.” For an instant the grin faded. “If only all of these humans understood how wondrous their lives could be… This being that I’m becoming, this Nakor, had amazing travels and experiences. The people he knew and… loved.” He was silent for a moment, then said, “What a powerful thing that is: love. I think Dahun attempted to engender that in our people; I think that is why your mother gladly gave her life for yours.”
  


  
    Miranda’s head tilted to one side slightly, the one remaining gesture that was purely Child’s.
  


  
    “From my— Belog’s— point of view, I have been given the gift of another’s lifetime, the feelings, experiences, knowledge… From Nakor’s point of view, his life just got more interesting. I’m sure we have a purpose.” He narrowed his gaze and said, “Kalkin may be many things, but even the gods have their limits, and for him to take the trouble to ‘cheat,’ as he called it, and play hob with what is and is not permitted across the realms…” He nodded once emphatically. “No, we are not here because of a whim. We are here to do something vital.”
  


  
    “Love is one of the reasons I must find Pug,” said Miranda. “Just to see him…” Her eyes welled up with tears and she wiped them away. “Damn, I know these aren’t my memories, but they feel like they are.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “So many questions.”
  


  
    “You seem delighted about that,” she said regaining her composure.
  


  
    “Always. Learn a simple answer and, well, it’s over; but a really good question,” he winked, “now, that’s worth something.” Then his expression darkened. “We need to find out why Kalkin did this to us, changed us and gave us those memories.”
  


  
    Miranda looked surprised. “I thought that was obvious.”
  


  
    “Few things really are.”
  


  
    “We need to warn Pug about the Dread.”
  


  
    “Pug is very smart. He should have figured that out by now. There is something else.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I don’t know. But Pug will know of the Dread by now. He’s the smartest man I ever met.”
  


  
    Miranda smiled slightly. “He used to say you were the smartest man he’d ever met.”
  


  
    With an evil twinkle in his eye, Nakor said, “That’s why I know he’s the smartest man I ever met.”
  


  
    Miranda was about to say something arch, when the small door set into the large city gate opened and a man wearing an old, ill-fitting tabard over simple work clothes appeared. “Who might you be, then?” he asked.
  


  
    Miranda said, “Two travellers trying to find a safe place to rest.”
  


  
    The old man said, “This city is hardly that, or did you miss the blaze to the south? We’re at war.”
  


  
    “Which is why we wish to get inside,” she said.
  


  
    The old man looked tired and his expression revealed his unhappiness at being roused from his rest by the boy who had fetched him to the gate. If he wanted to know why this unlikely pair was on the road alone after dark, he put the question aside and said, “Well, you two don’t look like a Keshian assault brigade, so I guess there’s no harm letting you come in. There’s an inn a bit further down this boulevard, the Black Ram. Travellers are being housed there until we can sort out who’s who.” He hiked his thumb at the boy who stood behind him at the door. “Teddy will see you there.” He moved aside, motioning for them to enter.
  


  
    They passed through the gate and followed the eager boy down the street. This portion of the city was shuttered and for the most part had been abandoned, though signs of a few determined souls lingered: a blacksmith’s furious hammering echoed from a nearby street, and one family had obviously kept their home; the windows were open to the warm afternoon air, despite the acrid smoke which gave a bitter tang to the air. A wagon rolled down towards the city’s southern wall in the distance, but otherwise most of this quarter of the city was still. The boy moved at a good pace and soon he indicated an inn on their right. They nodded their thanks and entered the great room.
  


  
    As inns went, it was one of the biggest either Nakor or Miranda had seen, and they had seen quite a few. “I don’t remember this inn being so large,” said Miranda as Nakor peered around the room for someone in charge.
  


  
    “When was the last time you stayed at an inn in Ylith?” he asked, spying a serving woman bringing ale to a table in the back room.
  


  
    She calculated. “About thirty, to thirty-five years ago.”
  


  
    “Things change,” he said with his usual grin and motioned for her to accompany him through the crowd. “Lots of travellers from the Free Cities, Krondor, and Queg must come through here on business in LaMut and Yabon. It was already pretty prosperous when we… left.” He waved around the room. “Lots of business for an enterprising innkeeper.”
  


  
    About thirty people cluttered the hall, occupying every seat and every table; they even stood along the walls, which were blessed with a series of waist-high shelves. At the rear of the room they found a servant who looked cheerful despite being nearly overwhelmed by the demand for her services. A plump woman of middle years, she turned and said, “I’ll be with you good folks in a moment.” Then she returned her attention to the four young men she had just served. “That’s a silver for four,” she said.
  


  
    “Why don’t you wait until we’re done?” asked one of the young men sitting at the tiny corner table. He was obviously a labourer of some kind, a stonemason’s apprentice, given his large arms and shoulders and the covering of stone dust on the apron he wore over his heavy woollen shirt. His three companions were likewise scruffy and ill-kempt; none of them appeared to have shaved in a week.
  


  
    The woman laughed. “As crowded as it is, I might not get back here until an hour after you left.”
  


  
    “Where would we go?” He waved towards the door. “We step outside and one of those watchmen will fetch us back.”
  


  
    Trying to keep the tone light, the woman laughed again. “Those silly boys?” Her expression turned serious. “I’m sorry, lads, but I have my instructions. Pay as you go.”
  


  
    Miranda could smell trouble coming and glanced around the room. The bartender looked burly enough to handle two, even three of these boys, but he was on the other side of the room. She glanced at Nakor, who nodded. The room was packed with people who were tired, bored, irritable and drunk. It was ripe for a brawl or a full-on riot.
  


  
    Miranda gently pushed the serving woman aside, leaned over as she and said, “Pay up, that’s a good fellow.”
  


  
    “I am not your good fellow, woman,” said the young man with a defiant sneer. “I’m a mason from Natal trying to get home after a long job away. I’m a man whose ship was heading south before we reached this miserable city.” His voice rose. “I’m a man who has been shut up in this inn since then, with no way to get home, and I’m in no mood to argue with whores!” He took a drunken backhanded swing at the serving woman who nimbly stepped aside.
  


  
    Her eyes widened and she shouted, “Whores!”
  


  
    The man was half-out of his seat when Miranda reached out, put her hand on his shoulder, and shoved him back into his seat so hard he cried out in pain, the pop of his shoulder joint loud enough to be heard. She continued to squeeze and the effect was instant: his eyes widened and he opened his mouth, but was unable to make a sound save a slight whimper. Colour drained from his face and tears started streaming down his cheeks.
  


  
    She released him and turned to the serving woman. “You all right?”
  


  
    The dumbfounded woman could only nod, and the mason’s three companions backed their chairs against the walls in a futile attempt to put more space between themselves and this insane, but obviously powerful, woman.
  


  
    Miranda stared at them, “Where do you idiots sleep?”
  


  
    One of the gasping man’s companions said in a terrified whisper, “Basement.”
  


  
    Miranda simply said, “Go!”
  


  
    All four men struggled quickly to get out of their seats, two of them helping the injured man away. Nakor laughed as they vanished into the crowd. “Well, now we can sit down,” he said.
  


  
    As they did so, the serving woman said, “Thank you.” She blinked for a moment like a barn owl caught in lantern-light, then her happy expression returned. “What can I get you?”
  


  
    “What have you to eat?” asked Miranda as the famished Nakor nodded enthusiastically.
  


  
    “I’ve some mutton on the spit that’s edible. We’ve almost been eaten bare by this lot. It’s lovely to make coin, but when there’s nothing to buy…”
  


  
    Miranda beckoned her closer, then spoke softly, “There’s a wagon train from LaMut parked outside the city walls waiting for someone to let them in. Good, fresh food, flour, butter, everything you need. You might want to tell your employer and have him send someone down there to make a deal before the other innkeepers in town find out.”
  


  
    The woman brightened and said, “Thank you, I’ll tell him straight away!” Then she leaned over. “Got some stew about to finish, and there are a few hot loaves of bread left.” She gestured over her shoulder. “My dad is trying to keep ’em drunk enough to be happy, but not so drunk we can’t keep them in line. Those four from the Free Cities have been complaining all day and most of yesterday, like no one else here is suffering.” Her smile returned. “Drink?”
  


  
    “Two of whatever you think is best,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Two dwarven ales it is, then,” she said. “Back in a moment.”
  


  
    As the serving woman vanished into the crowd a tall figure made his way through the press until he stood before their table. He was blond with pointed ears and broad shoulders and was clad in a dark brown leather tunic, trousers, and boots. He held a long bow which he now placed butt end on the floor in front of them. Smiling quizzically, he said, “You always did know how to make an entrance.”
  


  
    Both Miranda and Nakor glanced up and then broke into broad smiles. Miranda said, “Calis!”
  


  
    The son of the Elf Queen and Warleader Tomas of Elvandar leaned forward slightly and said in a lower voice. “Aren’t you two supposed to be dead?”
  


  
    Nakor laughed, and Miranda motioned for Calis to sit. The blond half-elf, half-human, part-Valheru had been a close friend of both Nakor and Miranda, and for a time much more than friends with her. Nakor had sailed with Calis on a voyage to Novindus in the early stages of the Serpent War, the invasion of the Kingdom by the demon possessing the body of the Emerald Queen. In an odd twist of fate, the Emerald Queen had once been married to Nakor and later became Miranda’s mother.
  


  
    Calis sat down and Miranda leaned over to give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek; then Nakor shook his hand.
  


  
    The serving woman returned with two flagons of ale. “Sir?” she asked Calis who shook his head.
  


  
    When she had departed, Calis said, “A story, then?”
  


  
    Miranda reached out and put her hand on his. “I am not who I appear to be.” She felt a strong sense of affection for this being, and remembered that Miranda and Calis had been lovers for a time before she had met Pug.
  


  
    She could feel his fingers tense ever so slightly under her hand, and pressed down lightly in a gesture of reassurance. “It is not deceit, nor trickery, but a strange twist of fate which brings us here.” She glanced at Nakor who nodded.
  


  
    “If you are not two of my oldest and dearest friends, returned to me, then…?”
  


  
    “It’s a long story and hard to believe,” said Nakor. Grinning, he added, “Then again our little band of desperate men saw some things terrible and wondrous to behold on our travels, didn’t we?”
  


  
    Calis nodded. He gave Miranda a pointed look. She returned a sad smile and said, “I remember everything.” She gave his hand another slight squeeze. “But those memories are not mine.”
  


  
    Calis said nothing.
  


  
    Nakor asked, “When was the last time you saw Pug?”
  


  
    “A year or so ago. He came to visit my mother and Tomas.” He looked at Miranda. “He was still saddened by your loss, as well as Caleb and Marie.”
  


  
    Miranda couldn’t help but gasp, and tears gathered in her eyes. “Caleb? Marie?” She tightened her grip on his hand; a lesser being would have endured broken fingers. Caleb had been Miranda’s youngest child and Marie, his wife.
  


  
    Calis softly said, “In the attack that took you.”
  


  
    Miranda looked away for a second, then finally she composed herself and asked, “The boys?”
  


  
    Calis squeezed her hand in return and said, “Tad, Zane, and Jommy are well. There were other losses when the demons attacked your island, students and two of Pug’s teachers, but given the severity…”
  


  
    “I remember.” She said nothing for a long moment, and then lowered her eyes. “I will tell you everything, but not now.” A sad sound, barely a whisper of a breath, was followed by silence.
  


  
    Nakor said, “Not that I’m unhappy to see you, old friend, but what coincidence brings you here on the very day we arrive?”
  


  
    “Not such a coincidence, I’m on an errand for my mother. I carry word to young Lord Martin that those sent to us from Crydee to care for are safe in Elvandar.”
  


  
    Composing herself, Miranda asked, “Why come this way? Why not take the straighter course south across the River Boundary to Crydee?”
  


  
    “Because Martin is not in Crydee, he’s here in Ylith.”
  


  
    “They have kept you waiting here?” She indicated the inn with a quick wave of her hand.
  


  
    “They haven’t,” said Calis. “I saw Martin yesterday and paused here on my way north.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “Because you had never spent a night in an overcrowded ale house with too many strangers who haven’t bathed in weeks?”
  


  
    Calis grinned and Nakor laughed. The Prince of Elvandar said, “Whatever you may be now, some things about you are exactly as I remember them.” He looked across the room to the far corner. Where the bar ended, a small additional room had once been added; there was a step leading down to a pair of tables that had been placed together for a large group. All of the chairs had been moved to allow a band of workers to sit together, save one. A figure wearing a dark cloak sat in the corner, his arms crossed over his chest, surveying the room. He was staring directly at Calis.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Miranda taking in the figure’s hair and ears. “One of yours?”
  


  
    “Hardly,” said Nakor. “So, you were curious about that dark elf and decided to linger?”
  


  
    Calis nodded. “I was curious to see what a moredhel was doing in Ylith.”
  


  
    “And no doubt he’s curious to know what a prince of Elvandar is doing in Ylith,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Miranda glanced at the figure half-hidden in shadows and said, “How did you know he was moredhel?”
  


  
    “It’s in our nature to recognize our own kind, and those who are not. He travels as an ocedhel, one of the elves from across the sea, but his disguise is flawed.”
  


  
    Nakor peered at the figure for a bit and sat back. “I can see nothing.” He squinted, then shook his head. “Under the table?”
  


  
    Calis nodded. “The boots.”
  


  
    Nakor laughed. “Trust a moredhel to be unwilling to sacrifice his boots.” Then the little man’s expression turned serious. “Or his sword, I expect. Though I wager you’ll have to kill him to get a good look at it.”
  


  
    “How do you know so much of dark elves?” Miranda asked Nakor.
  


  
    “I travel,” was his answer.
  


  
    Again Miranda was struck by the absurdity of their two sets of memories. Belog had never travelled further than the distance from the archivists’ quarters to Dahun’s palace and back, until he had left the city and encountered Child. Nakor had travelled to every distant part of Midkemia and worlds beyond.
  


  
    “He does looks like a traveller from across the sea, like Calis’s wife,” granted Nakor. Miranda had rescued Ellia and her sons during the war of the Emerald Queen, across the sea in Novindus and had taken them to Elvandar, where they had met Calis.
  


  
    Calis said, “His tunic, trousers and cloak are simple enough, and he wears no armour, but that’s a bad bow: it’s cracked and has been re-glued and banded with leather, so he’s no archer. And he wears fine boots of a craft common to the Dark Brotherhood.” He used the human name for the moredhel. “Those are unmistakable, and from what I can see, well-made. He’s important, perhaps even a clan chieftain.”
  


  
    “Well, that does raise the question of what he’s doing here,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Renegade?” asked Nakor of Calis.
  


  
    Calis shrugged. “Rare, but not unheard of, although they rarely venture this far south; there are too many places between here and the northland for a moredhel to die alone. The few who are expelled from their clans are usually found in the east, among humans who traffic in weapons, drugs, and slaves.”
  


  
    “A spy, then?” said Miranda, obviously intrigued by the speculation.
  


  
    “If he is, he’s a bad one,” said Nakor, standing up. “Well, the best thing to do is ask him.”
  


  
    Before either Calis or Miranda could utter another word, Nakor had worked his way through the crowd to stand before the dark-haired elf in the corner. With as friendly an expression as the demon-in-human form could manage, he said, “Excuse me, but my friends and I were wondering what you are doing here?”
  


  
    Dark eyes regarded Nakor for a long moment, before the dark elf spoke, not in the King’s tongue but in heavily accented Common Tongue, the trading language of Triagia. “Go away, little man.”
  


  
    Nakor’s grin broadened even more. “We could have some fun. I could tell this crowd exactly what you are. Many are from the north and have no love for your people; and then we can see how long you survive. Or, you could simply answer my question.”
  


  
    Lowering his voice so those at the next table couldn’t overhear, Arkan of the Ardanien said, “Or, I could simply ignore you until you go away!”
  


  
    Nakor kept grinning. “I can be very persistent and patient.”
  


  
    “And annoying, apparently.” Arkan stared Nakor in the eyes, then suddenly stood up and pressed past the little man. With no apology, the moredhel chieftain pushed his way through the crowd eliciting complaints and muttered threats.
  


  
    Reaching Calis and Miranda, he spoke in a language only Miranda and Nakor could understand. It was High Elven, the common ancestor language of all branches of the elves. “Had you wished to know my reason for being here, Prince of Elvandar, you could have simply asked, rather than send over that annoying little human.”
  


  
    Miranda tried not to chuckle.
  


  
    Calis said, “You know me?”
  


  
    “By reputation,” said Arkan. “You are eledhel, but you are not. There’s something about you that is… human.” He said the last as if it was an insult. “There is only one being like that: the son of the Queen of Elvandar.”
  


  
    Calis raised his eyebrows slightly and tilted his head, as if what he had heard was of little importance. “It is true, I was curious.”
  


  
    “Which is why you followed me into the inn when you were obviously about to depart this pest hole of a city.”
  


  
    “So, are you going to tell us why you’re here or do I send for the city watch and begin some carnage?” asked Calis.
  


  
    Arkan studied the Prince of Elvandar. Like others north of the Teeth of the World, he had heard of the bastard son of Aglaranna and that abomination in the garb of the Valheru. Yet Calis wasn’t anything like he had imagined him to be. Save for his ears, which were less pronounced, more human-like, and the faint sense of power that emanated from him, he seemed surprisingly ordinary. His plain garb was that of a hunter or traveller, his bow was superbly made, but otherwise of simple design, and he wore no jewellery or badges, no bracelets or hair ornaments. With his traditional grey armour and black cloak he could have passed for a member of one of the moredhels’ southern bands.
  


  
    Finally Arkan said, “While I would happily kill everyone in this room, given the opportunity,” he fixed his eyes on Calis, “and finish with you, Prince of the Light Elves, I am forbidden from such sport. I am pledged to a quest.”
  


  
    “Now, this is getting interesting,” said Nakor. “What sort of quest?”
  


  
    “I’m to find a man, a human. That is all I know.” Arkan briefly told them of his mission and saw that, while the humans were ignorant of Liallan, Calis was not. Finally he said, “It is simple. I am to find this human no matter what the cost.”
  


  
    “And then what?” said Miranda having already formed an opinion on who Arkan was seeking. “Kill him?”
  


  
    Arkan smiled and for the first time Miranda, Calis, and Nakor saw a genuine expression of humour in the demeanour of a moredhel. “Actually, quite the contrary. I am to protect him with my life if needs be.”
  


  
    “Now that was unexpected,” said Nakor with glee. “I do so love surprises!”
  


  
    “I think you’d better sit down with us,” said Miranda. “I think we have a great deal to talk about.”
  


  
    Arkan hesitated, finding the situation as absurd as Nakor, he nodded once and sat in the empty chair, while the others retook theirs.
  


  
    Arkan retold his story briefly and when he was finished, he said, “And that is why I am here in this pest hole of a city.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “If you think this is a pest hole, you should visit Durbin!”
  


  
    Miranda put her hand on Nakor’s and said, “Enough.”
  


  
    Calis said, “You said you are of the Ardanien. You knew Gorath?”
  


  
    Arkan looked surprised for the first time. “He was my father.”
  


  
    Calis nodded. “I see the resemblance. I met him when I was young. You had a remarkable father, Arkan. He was the first moredhel I had ever spoken with and he bore a terrible burden.”
  


  
    “He is counted a traitor by most of our people.” He glanced at the three faces confronting him and felt reluctant to discuss family history, but he was surprised to discover that Calis had met his father. “I know there are rumours and some, like Liallan, think him a saviour, but the truth of those days is shrouded by lies and rumour.”
  


  
    “Perhaps Pug can shed some light on that time?” said Calis.
  


  
    “Pug?”
  


  
    Nakor said, “The man in black, in your aunt’s vision, is almost certainly Pug or perhaps his son Magnus. Both are given to wearing black, and both are great sorcerers who struggle to protect this world. If the vision of dragon riders is more than mere metaphor, they would be the Valheru’s most powerful opposition.” He glanced at Miranda.
  


  
    She looked deeply troubled. “We know things,” she said to Arkan. “Some of which are best discussed after we find Pug. We seem fated to travel together. If we can contrive some way to get past this invading army and navy blocking our way!” She sat back in her chair with an audible sigh and said, “If there was some way I could contact Pug, reach out with my mind and tell him…” Tell him what? she wondered silently. That his dead wife’s memories had been attached to a demon queen, who under any other circumstances would happily rip off his head and devour his brain; but who would now like nothing more than for him to hold her? Tears threatened, and she willed herself away from that emotional trap.
  


  
    “Pug,” she said softly. “I wonder what he’s doing this minute?”
  


  



  • Chapter Four •


  


  Isle of Snakes


  
    

  


  
    Pug signalled.
  


  
    Sandreena and Amirantha moved out from behind the large rock where they had been waiting. She was clad in the traditional armour of her order, the Shield of the Weak, and he had forgone his usual finery to don a more appropriate outfit: heavy woollen trousers, a dark green flannel shirt, and stout black boots. His attire made the staff he carried look almost gaudy. It had been created that way for theatrical effect, to help gull potential victims into his confidence scheme— summoning relatively harmless demons then banishing them for reward— but was a powerful magic artefact in its own right.
  


  
    They were tired and dirty from their journey down to the region where Jim Dasher had encountered what he thought was a Pantathian Serpent priest, and it had proved far more problematic than anticipated.
  


  
    Reaching a safe house in the Keshian city of Teléman had been simple enough, since Pug’s orb had taken them there. But that was as far south as the Conclave had established any permanent stations. Like almost everyone monitoring Kesh, the Conclave had considered the nations of the Keshian Confederacy barely worth consideration. They were universally regarded to be nothing more than an annoyance to the Empire on her southern boundary, and not an area noteworthy enough to warrant the Conclave’s continuing surveillance. The Conclave resources had limits, and Kesh was a vast land. Most of their intelligence gathering had been focused on the City of Kesh, heart of the Empire, and key population centres along the borders with the Kingdom, as well as major sea ports. None of Pug’s agents had travelled below the Girdle of Kesh, as the two ranges of mountains that divided the Empire from the Confederacy were called. Which made it the perfect place to organize the major undertaking of subverting the Empire’s rulers and launching a wholesale invasion of the Kingdom.
  


  
    And it made it impossible to reach by the magical means at Pug’s disposal.
  


  
    So, more mundane means of transport had been required. Pug had the ability to transport himself magically to any place in his line of sight, and to the places he knew well, but he was limited in how far he could transport himself and two others repeatedly. Still, the occasional sorcerous jaunt was handy for bypassing certain obstacles and to avoid roving bands of raiders, bandits, and what passed for the local militia, but most of their journey had been made by horseback, small boat, and foot.
  


  
    The weather was chilly, as it was now early winter in the southern hemisphere. A misty rain had been falling intermittently since dawn and the three travellers were just damp and cold enough to be irritable. Sandreena in particular was beyond patience, as she had been forced to leave her horse stabled in a tiny village on the mainland coast with the other mounts. As a Knight-Adamant of the Order of the Shield of the Weak, worshippers of the Goddess Dala, she found that being on foot was like having to fight with one hand; something she was able to do, but would rather not.
  


  
    Pug had secured a boat but the owner had refused to row them over to the large island, and at last Pug understood why. The maps that Macros had drawn years before and left behind in his library were full of errors and inexactitudes, one of which was sloppy translation. After speaking to the locals on the far shore of the mainland, Pug now realized that this was not the “Island of the Snakes,” but rather the “Island of the Snake Men.”
  


  
    Apparently, he had found the Pantathian homeland. Which puzzled him, as he had thought the heart of the Pantathian murder cult had been located near the foothills of the mountain range named the Pavilion of the Gods. Legend said many of the Valheru Dragon Lords had resided in that region as well.
  


  
    The Pantathians were an unnatural race, distorted by a Valheru by the name of Alma-Lodaka, Mistress of Serpents, who had created them to serve her. She had bred them, then evolved them into intelligent beings and granted them magical abilities. It was conceded that while the Valheru could not create life, they could manipulate and distort it.
  


  
    One unintended consequence had been the creation of a death cult who worshipped the long-departed Mistress of Serpents as a goddess, longed for her return, and who would stop at nothing to bring it about. Much of Pug’s personal history was intertwined with these snake men: upright serpents who were human-like in form, but who were more alien than any other race Pug had encountered on Midkemia. He understood the Dasati, a race from another plane of reality, better than he understood the Pantathians.
  


  
    Pug and his son Magnus had been instrumental in destroying the Pantathian crèches in what they had thought to be the final blow against the lizard race, but apparently there had been more than one enclave of the creatures. As disgusting as it might have been to obliterate every egg and spawn they had encountered, Pug had at least found some solace in the knowledge they were not natural creatures, but twisted parodies of intelligent life focused only on one purpose, and that purpose entailed the annihilation or enslavement of all other races on Midkemia in service of their “goddess.”
  


  
    Pug surveyed the landscape and sniffed the air. There was a burnt wood tinge in the heavy damp air. He motioned for his companions to follow him and led them up a small rise to a ridge overlooking a shallow valley. In the distance they could see what looked to be a community, but even at this distance it was clear that it had been burned to char.
  


  
    Pug motioned for Sandreena and Amirantha to stand close, and they stepped forwards to flank him, and put their hands on his shoulders.
  


  
    In an instant they were standing at the edge of the town. Signs of battle were evident in all directions. “Looks like whoever did this wasn’t willing to let anyone survive,” observed Sandreena.
  


  
    “They were making a point,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Point?” Amirantha looked at the short sorcerer.
  


  
    Pug nodded. “I’m not entirely sure of what the point was: vengeance, perhaps. This wouldn’t be the first time an army destroyed every man, woman, and child of an enemy. You don’t slaughter those who farm and raise livestock if you plan on occupying a land and ruling it.” He looked around. “The dead pay no taxes, either.”
  


  
    Pug silently turned in a full circle. “This valley runs to the south from here.” He pointed to a nearby stream. “If we follow that stream I suspect we’ll find more villages.”
  


  
    “We walk?” asked Amirantha.
  


  
    “Most of the way,” said Pug and he set off. After a moment, the other two followed.
  


  
    By the time they found the fourth village, Pug was perplexed. “This was no small raiding party.” He pointed to several locations around the area where they stood. “This was a coordinated attack. I’ve seen enough battlefields over the last hundred years to recognize that.”
  


  
    The one unexpected factor had been the corpses left intact enough to recognize: they were Pantathians. They had all been Pantathian villages, and the bodies which had not been literally torn to shreds, or incinerated, were lizard men, women and children.
  


  
    Sandreena said, “You’re right. There’s no sign of anyone fleeing.” She pointed behind them and said, “If it was merely a raiding patrol, those fleeing the first onslaught to the north of here would have warned those in the south. By now we’d have seen abandoned wagons along the way, or more dead… people,” she shrugged as if unable to think of a better word to describe them, “with bundles of precious belongings. There’s none of that. This was a coordinated attack, as Pug said. Several elements support a military strike.” She looked at Pug. Then she faltered, pausing as if she heard a distant, faint sound. “Do you feel that?” She looked at Amirantha.
  


  
    He said, “I’ve been feeling something for a—” His eyes widened. “Demons!”
  


  
    “Someone sent a demon army here, Pug,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    Pug sighed as if it was the last thing he wished to hear.
  


  
    “It’s as if the gods can’t find enough grief to visit on this world,” said Amirantha. “I can no longer control one demon, so they send an entire army…”
  


  
    Pug slowly let his gaze wander. “It’s the gods who are trying to stop this. That is why we are here.”
  


  
    “I’m a woman of faith,” said Sandreena, “but these are the moments when that faith is tested.”
  


  
    “That’s odd,” said Pug.
  


  
    “What?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    Pug pointed to the recently-dead corpse of a Pantathian. He approached it, ignoring the stench of decay, and said, “Whenever we encountered the Pantathians, even when we raided their crèches in the mines below the Ratn’gary Mountains, we saw no soldiers.” The corpse was dressed in a full open-faced helm, a cuirass of steel, a chainmail kilt and heavy leather boots. It still clutched a blood-caked sword in its dead fingers and nearby rested a distorted round shield, rent with talon marks. “We saw a few guards, but they were mostly workers, priests, and the female breeders.” He knelt beside it. “There were no soldiers.” He looked around, seeing others garbed in similar fashion. “These Pantathians have hidden an army.”
  


  
    “It’s smaller than a few days ago,” quipped Sandreena. “The demons did thorough work here.”
  


  
    “What should we do now?” asked Amirantha.
  


  
    “If this Pantathian society remotely resembles ours,” said Pug, standing, “these farms and villages support a city somewhere, or at least a fortress.”
  


  
    “If there’s a fortress full of snake-men, I doubt we would be welcome,” observed Amirantha.
  


  
    Pug nodded, continuing to look around. “Something here feels… right.”
  


  
    That statement brought puzzled looks from both his companions and he went on, “I have been battling Pantathians since the Great Uprising. They played a key part in the invasion of the Emerald Queen’s army.” Both Sandreena and Amirantha were aware of the role the demon Jatuk had played in that war, using powerful magic to disguise himself as the Emerald Queen. “The Pantathians were duped as much as the Saaur and many of the humans loyal to the Emerald Queen. But there was even more in play than was apparent.” He looked down at the dead Pantathian again. “I know there are others; the Shangri, also called Panath-Tiandn, are strange, nearly mindless creatures that have been twisted by dark powers to manipulate magic energy.” He pointed to the dead soldier. “But it seems that there may be a third type of Pantathian we’ve never encountered before.” He bent and took a small pouch that had been wedged into the soldier’s sword belt and pulled it free. Inside he found small objects. He tossed one to Amirantha. “What do you make of this?”
  


  
    It was a tiny spinning top. Finally, the Warlock of the Satumbria said, “It’s a toy.”
  


  
    “A child’s toy. The sort of thing a boy or girl might give to their father to bring him luck. Or as a remembrance of happier times.”
  


  
    “He had a family?” asked Amirantha incredulously.
  


  
    “I tend to be sceptical as well,” said Pug, “but whenever I’ve encountered Pantathians before, the miasma of their magic is palpable, almost a stench if you will.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “That’s how demons make me feel. It’s how I know there’s one nearby without having to see it.”
  


  
    Amirantha could only nod.
  


  
    “I sense none of that here. Granted, this is an alien place, but I’ve been to many such and this city and these lands, scarred by war as they are, still do not offer any hint of that black evil that usually surrounds the Pantathians.”
  


  
    “You want to go find them, don’t you?” asked the warlock.
  


  
    Pug could only smile. “I think we need to. I suspect the three of us are powerful enough to protect ourselves, and at worst I can transport us back to this place.” He took a moment to grab some rocks and make a rough pattern, all the while studying features and details, etching them into his mind as he had been taught while studying with the Tsurani magicians over a century before.
  


  
    “Ah, could you perhaps make us invisible, or something like that?” asked Amirantha, obviously unhappy with Pug’s conclusion, “While we traipse around looking for a snake-man army?”
  


  
    Sandreena couldn’t help but laugh. Amirantha smiled at the sound; he hadn’t heard it often in the last year.
  


  
    Pug smiled. “I could, but you would have to remain motionless. Not very helpful in a search, I’m afraid. If Laromendis were here, perhaps he could mask us as Pantathians, but that’s problematic, as well. Three Pantathians unfamiliar approaching a fortress, camp or village, are just as likely to cause a stir as three humans.
  


  
    “Amirantha, have you any shielding magic at your disposal?”
  


  
    “Against demons? Certainly. Against arrows…” He shrugged.
  


  
    “Then if we encounter any Pantathians, stay close by my side.”
  


  
    “Or stand behind me,” said Sandreena with a sour, mocking look.
  


  
    “Back to your old self, I see,” he said.
  


  
    She elbowed him playfully in the ribs and said, “Still can’t stand a jest, can you?”
  


  
    “Oh, that was a jest?”
  


  
    She frowned. “If you—”
  


  
    “Children,” Pug interrupted. “If you don’t mind; resume your fighting when we’re back home, though how you two can find any humour in the midst of this carnage I can’t imagine.”
  


  
    The former lovers were embarrassed and both fell silent as Pug said, “Let’s begin.”
  


  
    They made their way south for more than an hour, down through the heart of the small valley. Cresting a rise they found themselves within sight of a small stream that ran through its centre. Pug glanced around then pointed to the north-east. “Remember that range of low mountains we saw from the boat as we looked for a landing?” They both nodded. “That must form some type of rain shield, and the stream has cut this valley over the ages.” He looked at the relatively bare landscape above the valley. “Constant water, shelter from harsher weather; this may be as close to an ideal habitat as you’ll find on this island.”
  


  
    They trudged along, wending their way through battle-scarred villages and farmsteads. Everywhere they looked they saw charred ruins. Amirantha paused several times to examine a blackened spot on the ground and indicated it was where a major demon had died. Pug was uncertain how he could know from the size of the burn mark; several of the minor demons were an impressive size, but as the taredhel magician possessed more knowledge about demons than anyone else he knew, save perhaps the star elf demon master, Gulamendis, Pug deferred to his superior knowledge.
  


  
    The valley deepened as the day grew longer.
  


  
    Sandreena held up her hand and said, “Do you hear something?”
  


  
    Amirantha glanced around and said, “Yes, off that way.” He pointed to the top of a ridge a few hundred yards to the south of where they stood.
  


  
    Pug said, “I can get us that far.” He held out his hands and they each gripped his shoulders, and suddenly they were standing on the southern ridge.
  


  
    Below them was an unexpected vista. The winding river valley they had followed had opened up and the river course turned to the south-east. Along its banks were more sheltered farms, unremarkable except that these had been more recently sacked. The pungent aroma of wood smoke still hung in the air, a legacy of rain-damp, burnt timbers.
  


  
    Pug motioned for the others to accompany him one more time and suddenly they stood on the other side of the river, about a dozen yards north of a burned-out, skeletal house. It had stone foundations— necessary this close to the river if you didn’t wish to sleep on a damp muddy floor for half of the year— but its timber siding was gone, as well as whatever type of roof it had had.
  


  
    Amirantha pointed to what appeared to be a mound of burned scraps and singed rags.
  


  
    Pug knelt beside it and discovered the remains of a corpse. Little was left but blackened bone. “Magic,” he said. “A fire blast of some sort.” He moved his hand in a small circle, indicating the untouched ground nearby. He gently lifted some of the shreds and studied the upper half of a man-sized torso and skull. “Pantathian. Whatever happened here was only two, three days ago at most.” He stood and pointed to a small pass running through a range of hills to the south. “There’s a road. Well-travelled from the look of it.” He looked in all directions. “I’ll wager that there is a river or swamplands at the end of this river, at this bend, all river traffic…” He looked towards the course of the river and again pointed. “There! Can you see?”
  


  
    Sandreena peered in the direction Pug indicated and said, “Piers. Large enough to unload barges and small boats.”
  


  
    “Logic would suggest that there’s a city nearby, it’s likely to be defensible, so…” He motioned for them to come close. “Let’s take another jump to that ridge up there.”
  


  
    They instantly appeared on the southern ridge and below them lay a sight to make even Pug feel wonder. A small city rose in the distance, surrounded by white walls perhaps covered in a wash or pale plaster, gleaming in the sunlight. Behind it, towers and the tops of building were visible.
  


  
    “Well, that’s not good,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    They had materialized behind the ragged remnants of a demon army that had obviously fought their way down the river valley, up the hill and were now advancing upon the walls of the city.
  


  
    A circling flyer spotted them and dived. Only years of battle-trained reflex kept Sandreena on her feet. She raised her shield above her head as she ducked and the lightweight creature bounced off it, rolling across the ground in a tangle of wings, arms and legs. The stunned monstrosity skidded across the ground, sending up a spray of dust. Amirantha, who had begun an incantation the moment the demon struck Sandreena, pointed at it, and it vanished in a cloud of smoke that carried the stench of sulphur.
  


  
    “That tears it,” said Amirantha as the rearmost demons turned around to see what the fuss was.
  


  
    Pug didn’t hesitate but unleashed a blast of white-hot energy through those standing directly before him. Instantly they were vaporized in an explosion of foul steam and sparking metals, as armour and weapons turned instantly red-hot then exploded. Many of the demons near the blast caught on fire and screeched, racing in random directions and colliding with their companions.
  


  
    The advancing demons were thrown into disarray as those in the vanguard heard fighting from behind before they had even crossed half the distance between the walls and their starting position. Some turned, anticipating an attack from the rear, while others continued to advance.
  


  
    Pug shouted, “Stay close!” and Sandreena was at his right side in a single step, Amirantha appearing to his left a moment later. He held his hand high above his head and made a circle with his index finger. A line of red-orange flame seemed to erupt from the tip and arced until it hit the ground, then followed the circular path his finger had made. A spiral of flames started to spread out from their location and each demon it touched screamed or bellowed in pain. Most retreated before it, but a pair of especially aggressive ones tried to push through and fell at Pug’s feet, their corpses rapidly consumed in a flaming burst that left a stinking, blackened mark on the ground.
  


  
    “These are not like the soldiers we saw in Kesh,” Amirantha said.
  


  
    “No,” agreed Sandreena. “They’re undisciplined and disorganized, but they are definitely battle demons.”
  


  
    Amirantha knew she was correct. They were confronted with a mixed group of bull-headed, ram-headed, and lion-headed figures: fighting demons. They were accompanied by others that bore some resemblance to animals, monstrous boars or massive dogs, but with scales instead of fur, horns in multiple locations on their heads, nasty dagger-like fangs and talons the length of swords.
  


  
    The advancing spiral of flames caused the demons before them to retreat, while those nearing the city walls were being greeted with a hail of arrows and stones. The presence of the three magic-users was beginning to turn an already disorganized assault on the city to complete chaos.
  


  
    Pug lashed out with every imaginable form of destructive magic he could conjure. A scintillating wave of silver energy rippled outwards, and those demons it struck stopped in their tracks, their bodies shaking violently as if gripped by a sudden palsy. Several fell over and thrashed on the ground, while others eventually shook off the shock and continued to advance.
  


  
    Pug pushed his hands in front of him, palms out, and a huge blast of wind swept dozens of demons backwards, some of the lighter creatures being picked up and tossed yards to the rear. But still the others came on, heads lowered in a charge.
  


  
    Amirantha picked his targets. If he couldn’t banish them instantly, he confined them until Pug’s magic or Sandreena’s mace dispatched them properly. The demons threw themselves at the three humans mindlessly and furiously for nearly a minute. Then a pause came as the creatures who had pressed into the battle saw the carnage before them.
  


  
    “This lot aren’t terribly bright,” shouted Sandreena, “but they’re smart enough to see this isn’t going their way!”
  


  
    Amirantha yelled back, “Agreed!” then lashed out with a punishing blow of his staff, spinning around a stocky, ram-headed demon that had ventured too near.
  


  
    Pug unleashed another wave of magic. Crimson flame washed along the ground everywhere he pointed, a fountain of mystic energy that caused demons to collapse and writhe in agony on the ground until suddenly vanishing in an explosion of black, sulphurous smoke.
  


  
    The gates of the city opened and a company of Pantathian foot soldiers raced out. Each wore armour identical to that which Pug and his companions had seen on bodies strewn around the valley. The warriors looked tired and battle-scarred, and their armour showed newly hammered out dents and tears repaired in a makeshift fashion, but despite their ragtag state, they seemed determined to help end this struggle, sweeping into the milling demon forces that staggered under the new attack. Brutal hand-to-hand fighting ensued.
  


  
    Pug cursed silently, for now he was prevented from unleashing more spells of wholesale destruction. He was no friend to the Pantathians, but at that moment they both struggled against a known enemy, which made them temporary allies. He would not mourn their dead, but he would not create any more of them.
  


  
    So, each of the three magic-wielders used their arts and strengths as they best knew how: Pug and Amirantha with magic, and Sandreena with both magic and mace.
  


  
    Despite being assaulted from two sides, the demons were unrelenting. Without magic, the Pantathians were no physical match for any demon; but they had larger numbers on their side: two or three fought against one demon.
  


  
    Pug now used his arts to distract, trip, or otherwise confuse the demons, and in surprisingly little time, the battle was over. A dozen dead Pantathians bore mute testimony to their sacrifice as the last demon body vanished in flame and smoke.
  


  
    Pug said to his companions, “Stay close. I have no idea what comes next.”
  


  
    Sandreena moved slightly ahead of the two men, prepared to take on any physical assault from the soldiers so the two magic-users could bring their arts to bear.
  


  
    One of the soldiers was looking around the field, and Pug noticed that his armour was more ornate then the rest, his helm bearing a small set of metal horns on each side. He assumed it was a mark of rank, for the soldier began to issue orders and those around him moved smartly despite being exhausted. They inspected each of their fallen comrades and two were picked up and carried back into the city.
  


  
    Finally, when it was apparent that all the survivors were standing, the higher-ranking soldier stood looking at the three humans, then turned his back and issued an order in a language Pug had never encountered before. The soldiers turned their backs and began walking toward the city.
  


  
    After a few steps, the officer stopped, turned, and looked at the three humans for a moment. He made a small gesture with his hand, then turned away.
  


  
    Amirantha said, “If I’m not mistaken, he just asked us if we’re coming or not.”
  


  
    “I think you’re right,” said Pug as he stepped around Sandreena and began to follow the soldiers. His two companions fell into step behind him.
  


  
    They walked slowly down the sloping hillside, and onto the flat ground around the city. The area had obviously been cut back recently as a few sapling tree stumps were visible, as was a large patch of burned grass. “Torch rather than the scythe,” said Amirantha.
  


  
    “If there are no buildings close by, it’s easier,” said Sandreena. “If these people aren’t constantly plagued by demons, then they have other enemies they worry about.”
  


  
    Pug said, “Perhaps. But it looked to me as if those communities along the river were relatively peaceful until the demons showed up.”
  


  
    “Old habits?” suggested the Warlock. “Maybe they just keep the plain around the city open because they’ve done it that way for years?”
  


  
    “Again, perhaps,” said Pug.
  


  
    As they neared the city Pug thought he detected movement on the wall, but by the time they neared the gate no one could be seen. The massive city gates had been left open.
  


  
    “Be ready,” said Sandreena, then she realized that was an obvious thing to say. “Nervous, I guess.”
  


  
    “As are we all,” said Pug, reassuringly.
  


  
    They entered and saw a three Pantathians waiting for them, not armoured warriors, but wearing robes unlike the ritual dress of any Serpent Priests Pug had encountered before. Their clothing was colourful and made of a fine weave and intricate design, decorated with fancy thread and bead-work.
  


  
    Pug came to a halt a few feet away from them. These three were like the dead Pug’s party had encountered in the river valley, and the soldiers who had sallied from the city; they bore only a superficial resemblance to the Pantathians Pug had encountered years before. These people had more pronounced foreheads, and their skulls were less reptilian.
  


  
    “Can you understand me?” Pug spoke in the common trading tongue, assuming it would most likely be the only human language to have reached this remote island.
  


  
    “We do,” answered the serpent man in the centre. His accent was odd, but not impossible to comprehend. “But I find common speak a bit cumbersome, and prefer to use Keshian,” he said in perfectly unaccented Keshian.
  


  
    Pug couldn’t hide his surprise. He, Sandreena, and Amirantha to a lesser degree, all understood Keshian; the Sergeant-Knight Adamant had lived in Kesh for years and the dominant language of Amirantha’s homeland was closely related to that tongue.
  


  
    “We come seeking answers,” said Pug.
  


  
    In a remarkably human-like change of expression, the speaker said, “Is that not true of us all? Come. You do not find us at our best. We’ve struggled for a long time against those you banished.”
  


  
    “Demons,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    The speaker turned to regard the armoured woman. “You have knowledge of the creatures, I assume?”
  


  
    “More than I would like,” she answered.
  


  
    “Well, then we have a great deal to discuss; until a few weeks ago, we were ignorant of them. Please, follow me. I am Tak’ka, elected Autarch of Pantathia.” He and his two companions turned and led Pug and his companions deeper into the city.
  


  
    “Is this place Pantathia?” asked Pug as he walked beside Tak’ka.
  


  
    “That is what you humans call it. It’s a variant of the Lower Delkian dialect, meaning ‘Home of Snake-Men.’ You could not pronounce our name in our own tongue, so Pantathia will serve.” He motioned for them to follow. As they walked, he glanced sideways and at last asked, “You are the one they call Pug?”
  


  
    If Pug hadn’t already been surprised by what they had encountered, he was now openly taken aback. “Yes,” he said.
  


  
    “I thought you’d be taller,” mused the Pantathian. “My people have very strong feelings about you, and they are not all good, I’m afraid.”
  


  
    As they reached the centre of the small city, Pug was astonished by the scene before him. Like many cities in Kesh and the Kingdom, the main plaza was large and square with a fountain at its centre. Stalls stood against the buildings around its edge, and free-standing booths completely filled the rest it. Only two paths permitted easy passage through the area.
  


  
    “Usually, we only have this much clutter on market days, but with the coming of the Hell-bringers many farmers, traders, and woodsmen have been forced to come here. It’s more of a refugee camp now than a market.”
  


  
    Pug marvelled at the people with every step. Every eye turned on them and many voices fell silent as they walked past. The people whispered in their sibilant language and Pug suspected that the Autarch was right; it would indeed be too difficult for human vocal cords to master their language. He used more than a century of observational skills to assess the scene as they made their way through the crowd. Rather than animalistic creatures, he now saw them as a crowd of people no more or less diverse and threatening than the population of any small human city on market day: females with wide-eyed children in tow, vendors displaying their wares, and refugees trying to find a space to settle as comfortably as possible.
  


  
    Once through the press, they mounted a series of steps to a terraced portion of the city upon which several larger buildings rested. There was nothing remotely like a palace within sight. Behind the buildings rose a wall, high enough to conceal any hint of its purpose. Whatever lay behind it felt oddly familiar to Pug, but there was nothing alarming about the sense of familiarity; instead he found it oddly comforting.
  


  
    They entered the largest of the three buildings on the plaza, and were led into a hall. Five empty chairs stood behind at a table on a dais near the far wall, but the rest of the room was lined with benches able to seat perhaps as many as two hundred Pantathians.
  


  
    “This is our seat of government,” said Tak’ka. He motioned for them to sit on the bench closest to the table, and rather than mount the step and take one of the chairs, he sat on the bench next to Amirantha. His two silent companions sat on the next bench directly behind them. “As Autarch, I preside over Pantathia and the surrounding communities.” He motioned to the two other Pantathians and said, “This is Dak’it and Tov’ka, fellow Presidents of Pantathia.” He pronounced the names with a sharp-pitched tone and a closing of the throat in the middle, and again Pug doubted he could duplicate it.
  


  
    Tak’ka sighed in a very human fashion. “There are usually five of us, but two of our members gave their lives during the last defence of the city.” All three bowed their heads slightly, as if honouring the memories of the fallen; then Tak’ka looked at Pug. “As I said, we have very strong feelings regarding you, Pug of Stardock.”
  


  
    Pug said, “Tell me, please.”
  


  
    “You’ve killed many of our people,” said the Autarch, flatly.
  


  
    “And you have killed many of mine,” said Pug. “It was war.”
  


  
    Tak’ka lowered his head slightly. “True; and to our everlasting sorrow.”
  


  
    “You find me at a loss, Tak’ka.” Pug knew he was not doing justice to the pronunciation of the Pantathian’s name, but the leader of the lizard men took no offence. “We first encountered your people during the Great Uprising, when the moredhel clans swept down from the north and threatened the Kingdom of the Isles.” He chose not to mention their goal, which had been to seize the Lifestone hidden under the city of Sethanon. “An imposter, who claimed to be the incarnation of a great moredhel hero, was revealed to be a Pantathian priest, disguised by very powerful magic.” He paused, and his shoulders sagged.
  


  
    “We are a deliberately created race; bred to serve a long departed mistress.”
  


  
    “Alma-Lodaka,” said Pug. Tomas had shared much of his memories of Ashen-Shugar, and had told Pug all he knew of the Pantathians, as had Macros and others over the years.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Dak’it. “You know our history.”
  


  
    “A bit,” admitted Pug. Glancing around the room he said, “Obviously not as much as I thought. From my previous encounters with your race, this city is completely unexpected.”
  


  
    “Then there is much history that you do not know,” said Tak’ka. “Many of those known to us as the Ancient Ones—”
  


  
    “The Valheru,” Pug interrupted.
  


  
    “Yes, though we were forbidden to use their names. She who was our mistress raised us up for her amusement and to serve her. Others of the Ancient Ones did as well, though to the best of our knowledge, only the Tiger Men in the Great South Forest also survived the centuries since the Ancient Ones rose to challenge the gods.
  


  
    “Centuries ago some of us began to change. There had always been a caste among us who were talented magicians. Those you may know as the Panath-Tiandn are our most talented forgers of magic, but also our least intelligent brothers and sisters. When one is hatched, the child must be constantly watched and cared for, as well as protected from harming himself or others. It is a difficult responsibility for the parents.”
  


  
    “Parents?” said Pug. “I thought I saw families huddled together in the square, but in the mines under the Ratn’gary Mountains I only saw breeding crèches.”
  


  
    An expression suggesting sadness crossed the visage of Tak’ka. “So much to explain.” He shook his head. “We began as a single race, a priesthood created to worship our creator. We have had centuries of debate as to our state of being, for we were not created out of the primal matter of the universe, in the fashion of humans, elves, and others, but rather we were lesser creatures— reptiles yes, though strictly not ‘serpents,’ yet that name has remained. Our creator took a particular breed of lizard found only on this island— ironically that creature is now extinct— and created those beings with whom you are most familiar.
  


  
    “When the Ancient Ones departed, and we were told we were a free people, we had little choice but to continue in our duty. But then some of us began to change. We became more… Intelligent sounds boastful, doesn’t it? But we did. And as that happened, two other changes occurred. We lost our ability to construct magic devices and create spells. And we lost our drive to serve our creator, She Who is Not Named.”
  


  
    Pug sat back. “I’m amazed.”
  


  
    “Our evolution continued until there were three distinct, perhaps ‘tribes’ is the best word, of my people.
  


  
    “Those you know as the Serpent Priests are in the middle, I suppose you could say. They have magic ability but they are single-minded in purpose and of all of us, they most resemble those creatures created by She Who is Not Named. They are not critical thinkers or creatively intelligent, but they are very clever.
  


  
    “The Panath-Tiandn are the savants of magic, but need others to care for them in the most basic way.” Looking at Amirantha he said, “It was such as they who fashioned our magic wards against such an attack as we’ve endured recently. But the priesthood removes them as soon as they can, for they have their own uses for them. We are at the other end of this spectrum, those who can think for themselves, have put aside the mindless service to She Who is Not Named, and we do what we can to have full lives.”
  


  
    “Astonishing,” said Pug.
  


  
    Sandreena said, “You mentioned a debate over your state of being?”
  


  
    “Ah, yes.” Tak’ka nodded. Large black lidless eyes regarded her as he said, “We wonder if we have become true beings.”
  


  
    “I do not understand,” said the Sergeant-Adamant.
  


  
    “We speculate on the question of souls and whether we possess them.”
  


  
    Pug turned to Sandreena. “I would think that is more in your area of expertise, serving your temple.”
  


  
    Sandreena could only shake her head. “I’m a warrior, Pug, not a philosopher. I know many in the temple who would enjoy the debate, but it is outside the scope of my knowledge or wisdom.”
  


  
    “Of little matter,” said Tak’ka. “We may have time in the future to discuss this.” He stood up and motioned for his silent compatriots to depart and as they did, he turned to the three companions. “We have had a fair amount of contact with humans over the years. We have, or rather had, a trading post on the north shore. It was the first place the demons attacked, and all trace of it was obliterated.”
  


  
    Pug glanced at his two companions. They had seen no sign of such a thing when they had landed.
  


  
    “But given that our brethren in the Priesthood are frequent callers here, we always dissuaded visitors who attempt to travel farther south. Only one other human has ventured to this city and survived to leave.”
  


  
    Sandreena and Amirantha tensed at the suggestion they might not be allowed to depart peacefully, but Pug raised his hand slightly, palm downward, and motioned for them to relax. “Macros,” he said softly.
  


  
    “Why, yes. You knew him?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Pug. “How long ago?”
  


  
    “More than a century. His name is recorded in our annals. He stayed with us for a short while, then departed. He was persuasive. Though I suspect had my ancestors tried to prevent his departure they would have been unsuccessful.”
  


  
    “You have no idea,” Pug said with a hint of humour.
  


  
    “Well, it is of little import. Other humans have reached here despite our warnings, having passed through the villages to the north. We assumed they meant ill and dealt with them harshly.” He shrugged in a very human fashion and said, “Or there were priests visiting here and they dealt with them. Either way it’s of little importance now.” He motioned for them to follow him.
  


  
    “With the advent of those creatures you call demons, it’s clear that we are in a situation far beyond our abilities to endure. I think we would have repulsed that last contingent of demons you so conveniently destroyed, but should another such band arrive…” He sighed. “Well, I think it safe to say we would eventually be overrun. Our resources are now nearly depleted. We have refugees from the north, as you saw, crowding our plaza, and when they fled they brought little by way of foodstuffs. And winter is fast approaching.
  


  
    “Our fishers and hunters roam the lands to the south of here, but we have scant hope to hold off starvation for little more than a month at best, and should the demons return…” He made a despairing gesture.
  


  
    Pug took a moment to consider, as they left the conference room and moved deeper into the building, then said, “If we do not run afoul of your priests, perhaps we can help.”
  


  
    “You must understand we will not be able to stand apart should you, indeed, run afoul of the priests. We are created in such a way that we must defend all or any of us.”
  


  
    “I understand,” said Pug, not entirely sure that he did.
  


  
    They walked down a long hall until they found themselves at a circular staircase cantilevered into the wall of what appeared to be a tower. Pug judged it would rise into that large edifice he had seen behind the city’s southernmost wall.
  


  
    “You are regarded here with some degree of animosity, despite our understanding why you destroyed so many of our brethren. Especially the eggs in the crèches. Some of them most likely would have been more like those who you see here than the priesthood. We mourn their loss above all.”
  


  
    Pug could only nod.
  


  
    “As I have said,” continued Tak’ka, as he led them upward, “we have diverged from our kin.” He led them to a large landing at the top of the stairs, sheltered from the elements by a tall dome, with an open door facing into what appeared to be an immense garden.
  


  
    Pug took only a single step outside: confronting him was a completely unexpected sight. Six tall pillars of light in a diamond configuration stood in the middle of the garden. From each a faint humming, almost musical, could be heard.
  


  
    “Sven-ga’ri,” said Pug.
  


  



  • Chapter Five •


  


  Fugitive


  
    

  


  
    Three cloaked figures hurried through the dark alley.
  


  
    For the fourth time in three months, Hal and Ty found themselves being moved from one of Lady Franciezka Sorboz’s safe houses to another. The two young men had fallen into the routine of simply picking up their meagre belongings and quickly following whoever came for them without question.
  


  
    This time there seemed to be more urgency, more need to move quickly and not be seen. Hal wasn’t sure why it felt that way, but in the months he had been hiding with Ty he had come to rely more and more on his hunter’s skills, adapted to an urban setting. Alleys and streets were no more or less treacherous than trails and paths, and the predators in Roldem made up for their lack of fang and talon with guile and weapons.
  


  
    It was early in the morning, perhaps an hour before sunrise, so the sight of three men skulking would certainly raise a hue and cry, given that the curfew inflicted on the population weeks before was enforced with severity by the roving gangs of marshals appointed by Lord Worthington.
  


  
    Little word had reached them from their benefactor: Lady Franciezka had only visited them once in the last three weeks, and then had been tight-lipped. Something was afoot that she felt was best kept from the two young men, but both Hal and Ty could see that she was deeply troubled by whatever it was.
  


  
    Since then they had been forced to endure isolation. For the frontier-bred Hal, used to wandering at will, it was more torture than he had endured in his life. He had combated it with a regimen of reading anything he could find— the lady had a prodigious library in every house she owned— and vigorous exercise, which he discovered not only enabled him to keep his weight under control, but reduced his worry and helped him sleep. And he spent hours practising his swordplay with Ty.
  


  
    Ty was easily the most gifted swordsman Hal had ever faced. But in those hours of sparring, he had come to recognize patterns and weaknesses, and eventually he had begun to score his share of touches. Hal doubted he would ever be Ty’s equal, but it was likely he’d never face another swordsman better than himself.
  


  
    Their guide held up his hand and they stopped. He peered around a corner and motioned for them to stay close and together they hugged the storefronts that were deepest in shadow as the dawn light shone into the city. As in most ports, there was a morning mist that would burn off early in the day, but for the moment it served their purposes in shrouding their passage.
  


  
    They took a circuitous route but at last found themselves at the corner of an alley and a narrow street with high buildings of two and three storeys turning it into a dark canyon.
  


  
    Hurrying along, they reached a door and were inside before anyone might spy them. Inside, two armed men waited and when the three threw back their hoods, sword points were lowered. “Good,” said one of the two who waited. “This way.”
  


  
    They followed their new guide down a short hall to the house’s back stairs— the servants’ passage— and ascended. On the third floor they entered a small room, used by the maid to prepare the service of meals.
  


  
    The guide and the two armed men were unknown to Hal and Ty. All the two young men knew was they were working for Lady Franciezka Sorboz. All three looked dangerous. If nothing else had convinced them that the lady was important to the crown of Roldem, the seemingly endless number of these capable men at her beck and call confirmed it.
  


  
    One, tall and heavily muscled, wearing the short-sleeved, close-fitting shirt and bell-bottomed trousers of a sailor said, “A pledge, gentlemen. Lady Franciezka asks you to swear that what you are about to see remains with you and no matter what may occur in the future, you will hold your silence. Agreed?”
  


  
    Hal and Ty exchanged quick glances. Then both said, “Agreed.”
  


  
    Their escort pushed open the door to the large master suite and the two young men entered. Three women sat quietly waiting inside a finely appointed parlour.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka rose and waved with her hand for Hal and Ty to enter. They hesitated for a moment, for the second woman in the room— girl really— was Princess Stephané, the King’s daughter. The third woman was unknown to either of them, but she was as striking a beauty as the other two.
  


  
    “Your Highness, Lord Harold of Crydee and Tyrone Hawkins.”
  


  
    Stephané smiled and both young men felt their stomachs tighten, as they had the first time they had been presented to the royal family after their duel at the Masters’ Court. Ty had won the Championship after Hal had been forced to withdraw due to a muscle pull during the final match.
  


  
    The Princess was clad in a travelling dress, dark blue cut straight across the bodice and three-quarter-length sleeves, with a hem at mid-thigh and matching leggings. Her boots were plain and serviceable, suitable for hiking or walking. She wore no jewellery and her hair had been gathered back and pinned high.
  


  
    “This is Lady Gabriella, the Princess’s companion.”
  


  
    Both young men bowed to the Princess and nodded acknowledgement of Lady Gabriella. Both Hal and Ty thought they must have caught a glimpse of Gabriella at the gala; but each wondered how he might have missed her if so. She was easily six feet tall in her stockinged feet, and like the Princess was dressed in travel garb: tight trousers and tunic, high boots, and a hooded cape.
  


  
    Ty glanced at his companion and tried not to grin. If Franciezka noticed the byplay she chose to ignore it. “We have a problem,” she said plainly.
  


  
    Without hesitation Hal said, “How can we help?”
  


  
    “Can you sail a boat?”
  


  
    They both nodded. Hal said, “I grew up in a coastal town. I’ve sailed small craft since I was a child.”
  


  
    “Me too,” chimed in Ty.
  


  
    “Good,” said Franciezka. “We haven’t much time, so attend closely. While you two have been doing a fine job of staying out of sight, there have been events unfolding both in the palace and here in the city that were not visible to the populace. The short of it is that a coup d’état is underway.”
  


  
    Both young men were stunned. At last Hal said, “The King?”
  


  
    It was Stephané who replied. “Father and Mother are safe, for the time being.” Obviously under stress, she still managed to remain admirably calm about the danger to those she loved. “Lord John Worthington wouldn’t harm either if he can convince them to sanction my marriage to his son. Once that happens, then he can do what he needs to do to make his son king.”
  


  
    “But your brothers—” began Ty.
  


  
    “Safe, for the moment,” said Franciezka. “None of them are where Worthington assumes them to be. For the time being, Lord John is content to think he has the three princes confined.”
  


  
    The two young men glanced at one another, both instantly realizing that it would be futile to ask where they were.
  


  
    Franciezka said, “What I need to do is take care of two problems at once.” She looked at Hal, “Kesh has agents looking for you. I seem to have blunted their search, but there is another player, whom I do not know, and that has me concerned. Those agents are doubly dangerous because some of them used to be mine.”
  


  
    Hal and Ty said nothing, but their expressions revealed surprise.
  


  
    “I was certain by now you had some sense of my role in the affairs of Roldem.”
  


  
    Hal said, “I assumed your role was important, but I hadn’t thought about spies.”
  


  
    Ty said, with some chagrin, “I did, but dismissed the idea. I thought you might be… a special friend to one of the princes?”
  


  
    At that Stephané laughed. “My brothers? They are sweet, but none of them could keep up with our good lady here.” Her tone revealed a mix of admiration and no little distrust. If Franciezka was the spy-mistress of Roldem, that distrust was likely well earned.
  


  
    “With former agents of mine in play, my identity is no longer a matter of state secret. Once this is over, and should we all survive, I will be of little use to the Crown in my current role.”
  


  
    “Are these turned agents working for Lord Worthington?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Almost certainly. I’m the only one who knows where the Princess is hiding. Otherwise Lord John would have sent squads of soldiers to my door to fetch the Princess back. The princes are currently surrounded by men of unquestioning loyalty, but those are few in number. The rest of the army and navy take their orders from the Crown, which at this point means they take orders from Lord John Worthington. But should he attempt to force them to return to the palace, it could start a civil war he’s not certain to win.” She took a deep breath, crossing her arms. Her right index finger tapped idly against her left arm while she considered. “No, we’re dealing with a handful of my former men who know me well enough to pick their moment, once they discover exactly where I’ve hidden Her Highness. They don’t have enough swords to do otherwise, and even if they could overwhelm those loyal to me, they would expose themselves as traitors.”
  


  
    Ty said, “What must we do?”
  


  
    “For about two hours, nothing; but then we must move and do so at great speed. Kesh’s flotilla is anchored less than a half-mile outside the harbour mouth. They are content to let ships bound for the Empire pass without trouble. Their position appears to be one of keeping a wedge between the two Kingdoms, and to keep Roldem’s war fleet from venturing out. We’ve managed to move a few smaller ships— refitted to look like trading vessels— out of the harbour, heading south, as if heading for Pointer’s Head. Any ship headed towards the Eastern Kingdoms is stopped at the Straits of Ilthros, boarded and searched, and if no contraband is found, it is given safe passage.” She paused to see if the two young men were following. “Do you understand what you must do?”
  


  
    Hal nodded. “I’m vague on the details, which I’m sure you’ve already anticipated, but we are to get the Princess and her companion off this island, to somewhere beyond Worthington’s reach.”
  


  
    Ty said, “You want her in Rillanon.”
  


  
    Franciezka smiled. “Aren’t you the bright one?”
  


  
    “Rillanon?” said Hal. “I would have thought somewhere in the east, like Olasko.”
  


  
    Ty shook his head. “Worthington might be able to pry her from the gentle protection of the Duke of Olasko, if he’s ignorant of what’s occurring here. But if Her Highness is safely visiting King Gregory’s court, with the Kingdom and Keshian fleets between Worthington and the Princess…?” He smiled and looked at the Princess. “It seemed a bit obvious to me.”
  


  
    Hal’s brow furrowed. “Well enough, but exactly how are the two of us going to sail from here to there? That’s almost the entire length of the Sea of Kingdoms.”
  


  
    “That would be foolish. No, we’ll hide you in a ship bound for Watcher’s Point in Miskalon, but at the right time you’ll be put over the side in a specially-provisioned boat, and with the gods’ grace, you’ll land in Ran.” She turned and picked up some folded parchments. “With these documents, you’ll have safe passage should you encounter any Roldemish ships.”
  


  
    Hal inspected them then handed them over to Ty. “The King agrees?”
  


  
    “The King wishes to be ignorant of the details. I’ve forged his signature enough times no one can tell the difference, not even the King.”
  


  
    “The seals look perfect,” said Ty as he inspected the documents.
  


  
    “They should be,” said Lady Franciezka. “I have the royal seals safely hidden away.”
  


  
    Ty grinned as Hal’s mouth dropped opened.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka smiled. “The King might be persuaded to sign decrees against his better judgment by Worthington, but without the seals…” She shrugged, then handed a purse heavy with coin to Ty. “Now, you should be able to arrange for a fast Kingdom ship from there to Rillanon. You’ll be behind the Keshian blockade. If that turns out not to be the safe choice, then hire a coach to Bas-Tyra.”
  


  
    “When do we leave?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “In two hours. My cargo ship has already been inspected prior to departure. We’ll slip you aboard moments before she weighs anchor. My only concern will be getting you past the Keshians at the blockade line, but I think everything is ready.”
  


  
    Hal and Ty exchanged a look that silently communicated they hoped all was ready as well.
  


  
    The quarters were cramped aboard the ship, Meklin’s Lady: one small cabin for the four of them. Hal and Ty tried to ignore each other when they slept side by side on the narrow floor but in vain since each swell the ship breasted caused them to roll up against each other. The two young women, however, seemed able to abide sharing a narrow bunk designed for one person, despite Lady Gabriella’s height.
  


  
    They had come aboard two mornings previously, an hour before dawn, while most of the crew still slept. Only the captain, first officer, and a few of the crew knew about the passengers. The rest were kept ignorant, and by design the second officer’s cabin had been left unfilled this voyage. Designed for one person, and that barely, it proved very cramped for four. One berth against the bulkhead, a single large window, a tiny chest under a small table with a water basin barely gave anyone room to move. A single curtain opposite the bunk opened on a small door through which they found the officer’s garderobe, called “the captain’s jakes.”
  


  
    It had taken remarkable self-restraint to keep calm and relaxed in those quarters, but the four had discovered that telling humorous stories passed the time. As it was rare for any common seaman to venture into the stern-castle, they did not fear being overheard, but still tried to keep their voices low. Food had been provided in the form of a large sack of dried fruit, jerked meat, fresh bread, and two large water skins. Their confinement was only for two days and nights, but they could not leave their quarters, save for a quick dash to the captain’s jakes, which proved to be nothing more than a seat with a hole that hung over the open water. Ty found himself wondering how the officers employed it during rough weather.
  


  
    In the two days the young men found the two young women to be excellent company. The Princess was well educated, which was to be expected, but she was also a young woman of strong opinions, which was not. Rather than some prized flower to be sheltered and shielded, she seemed to have a point of view on everything, not least of which was the rise and ambition of Sir John Worthington. Hal could not keep from grinning when she described how she wanted him treated when her father regained control of the state. To call some of the images grisly was to understate. Hal realized that in its own way, court politics was warfare and a princess of Roldem had to be a different sort of warrior. His initial infatuation was soon replaced by a strong attraction coupled with newfound respect. Whoever married the Princess would be a lucky man; one with his hands full, but lucky nevertheless.
  


  
    Lady Gabriella was less chatty than the Princess, but she was pleasant. Hal noticed that Ty seemed very taken with the tall lady-in-waiting, which wasn’t difficult to understand. She was stunning once you accepted that she was not the usual, dainty lady of the court. From the way she looked, Hal reckoned she was a trained fighter, and her role was more than that of a simple companion. Franciezka had most certainly hand-selected her to act as Stephané’s bodyguard. She was a woman of few words, content to let the other three banter as much as they wished, apparently comfortable with silence. Hal watched how she moved with economy, her eyes always glancing around, even in these closed quarters, in case a threat should suddenly appear.
  


  
    Now they waited. Within the hour they should be sighting Kesh’s picket ships, on blockade against any ship bound for the Kingdom of Isles ports. The captain had taken a deliberately slow tack so they would reach the point of inspection after dark. He wanted bored, tired Keshian sailors inspecting his cargo.
  


  
    Hal smiled nervously. “I’ve never liked waiting,” he admitted.
  


  
    Stephané grinned. “And I’ve never had to wait for anything.”
  


  
    Ty laughed. “The baby daughter with three older brothers? And a princess, to boot? Of course you never did!”
  


  
    All eyes turned to Gabriella who shrugged as if waiting was no issue for her. “It will take the same amount of time however we feel about it. We might as well rest while we can.” She sat up slightly and glanced out at the falling light through the rear windows of the cabin. “I suspect soon things will get exciting enough.”
  


  
    There came a knock at the cabin door and the captain opened it gently— last time, he had banged it into the back of Hal’s head. “It’s time,” he said. “Stand aside, please.” He moved to the small chest under the tiny table, opened it and put a sack inside. “If they find nothing to confiscate, they get suspicious. Something slightly illicit, such as a sack of Dream…?” He smiled as he closed the chest.
  


  
    Ty grinned. “Illegal in Roldem—”
  


  
    “And the Isles,” interrupted Hal.
  


  
    “—but not in Kesh,” finished the captain. The mildly hallucinogenic drug was made from the oil of a common plant in both Kingdoms.
  


  
    “And the next ship by might benefit from a less alert crew,” offered the captain. Then, losing his smile, he said, “Come with me.”
  


  
    They gathered up the sack of food and the water skins and followed him. They had been expecting to go deep into the hold of the ship and be secreted somewhere among the cargo, but instead they were taken mere steps, into the captain’s cabin. It was easily three times the size of the second officer’s quarters, and Hal glanced around feeling a little envious.
  


  
    “Help me,” said the captain, indicating that the two young men should grab the other end of the large bed set hard against the starboard bulkhead. It was a standard looking affair with a six foot long bunk set above two rows of double drawers, in which the captain’s personal belongings would be placed. They lifted the mattress and bed board easily, so they carried it away a few feet, and placed it on the deck. “Now the tricky part,” said the captain. “The drawers have to come out in a certain order. That one, first,” he said, pointing to the upper left one.
  


  
    As Hal pulled it out and lifted it, he heard a tiny click.
  


  
    “Now that one,” said the captain, pointing at the lower right. Ty pulled it out and a second click was heard. Then came the upper right, and lower left, and when all four drawers were sitting on the deck, the captain reached down into the now empty space where his bed had rested and pulled up on a well concealed removable section of floor. The board was hinged, six feet wide and three feet deep. “You’ve got a tight fit, but if you wiggle down in there, you can lie side by side with your heads under the bed. Be careful not to knock the supports for the drawers out of kilter— have to get them back in place.” He glanced and said, “I think you lads on either side, in case we get to rolling a bit— it’ll make it easier on the ladies.” He motioned to the Princess and Lady Gabriella. “You first, ladies.”
  


  
    Both women in turn stepped over the front of the empty drawer front and wiggled to get down in the empty smuggler’s hold.
  


  
    “Now you lads,” said the captain.
  


  
    Hal and Ty clambered over the low barrier, avoiding the supports for the drawers as they moved between the girls and the walls. Hal was embarrassed to discover he had no room to move and was pressed hard against the Princess. He muttered an apology as the captain lowered the flooring over their heads, only to find a slender finger pressed against his lips. “I don’t mind, really,” she whispered. The drawers were replaced and they found themselves in darkness.
  


  
    A few moments passed by with Hal being painfully aware of the contact between them. As well as being the most beautiful young woman he had ever encountered, she was wonderful company. He had got to the point where at least once an hour he had to remind himself that she was unobtainable, and his only reasonable course of action was to be a gentleman and her friend. But now, with the scent of her hair in his nostrils somehow blanking out the wretched aroma of bilge water below them, he was finding that very difficult.
  


  
    He wondered how much of this was due to being confined and not wanting to be overwhelmed with a sense of vulnerability. Damn it, he thought to himself, it was Martin who was the introspective one who let this sort of business slow him down. Thinking of Martin, he let his thoughts wander to his father and brother, to his mother and Lady Bethany and all those back home. He wondered how they were and prayed silently that they were safe and well.
  


  
    Everyone lay silently, listening to any sounds from above. At last faint voices could be heard, though the words were unintelligible. In the dark Hal could only sense Lady Gabriella and Ty, though he knew they were only a hand’s span away. The only reason the situation didn’t become embarrassing was the sense of risk and danger. The part of his mind not achingly aware of the Princess pressed hard against him was attempting to picture what was taking place on deck, the conversation between the captain and whoever the Keshians sent aboard to inspect the ship. Would it be a quick, cursory inspection, or would they be crawling over the ship from topmast to bilge, eventually pulling out the drawers above them?
  


  
    And for how long? He was feeling slight cramps from the awkward position in which he found himself and the air was growing close. He knew that should they be discovered he would be unable to leap to his feet to defend the Princess.
  


  
    In short Harold conDoin, unknown to himself the new Duke of Crydee, was feeling something he had never experienced before in his life: helplessness. And he didn’t care for it one bit. Time had become meaningless and it felt as if he had been motionless for hours, not minutes.
  


  
    Suddenly the sound of the drawers being removed intruded upon his thoughts. Then up came the floor and for a second the light was blinding.
  


  
    “Out you come,” said the captain and Hal reached up and took the extended hand. He almost groaned from the stiffness in his shoulders, back, and legs as was glad for the help up. He pulled Ty out and in turn they helped the Princess and Lady Gabriella out of the cramped hiding hole. “No troubles, then?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “No,” said the captain. “This one took to haggling a bit longer than usual on the price of the ‘fine’ for the bag of Dream, and I didn’t want to make him suspicious by agreeing too quickly to the ‘fee’ for safe passage. It may be Lady Franciezka’s gold I’m bribing him with, but I had to act as if it was my own.”
  


  
    “You bribed him?”
  


  
    “Not a ship leaving Roldem gets past that Keshian picket without a hefty bribe, sir.” The captain grinned. “It’s why I think the Kingdom wins the war at sea. Less corruption, you see, almost as hide-bound as Roldem’s fleet; comes from being island kingdoms, I expect. If I tried to bribe a Kingdom picket captain, well, I’d be clapped in irons and my ship impounded straight away.” He glanced at the ladies as they adjusted crumpled clothing and said, “I’d wait a bit, but soon you’ll be free to come up on deck and get some air.”
  


  
    Ty said, “We need it.”
  


  
    “It was a bit close in there,” said the Princess. She glanced at Hal and gave him a small smile.
  


  
    Lady Gabriella shot Ty an appraising look. “You didn’t seem to mind.”
  


  
    Ty had the good grace to flush. “Lady, I assure you.”
  


  
    “No insult, sir,” she said with a slightly mocking tone. “You were as much a gentleman as the circumstances allowed.” Then she added, sotto voce, “Which wasn’t much.”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “She’s onto you, Ty.”
  


  
    Shaking his head Ty said, “Apparently so. Anyone thirsty besides me?”
  


  
    When affirmative replies were voiced, he said, “I’ll see about getting something to drink, wine perhaps if they have it?”
  


  
    “On this ship?” said Hal. “Spirits most likely, or ale, but I’ll settle for fresh water.” He indicated the almost depleted water skins.
  


  
    “As will I,” said Stephané.
  


  
    Ty stepped out of the cabin and was back inside moments later. “Sailor says he’ll fetch us something.”
  


  
    An awkward silence followed as the four waited. The two young men had various encounters with young woman in their day, but neither had been forced into such familiarity with ladies of rank. Now that the immediate danger was past, Hal was profoundly aware of just how close he had been to the Princess. Silently he cursed to himself; did her skin have to be that soft? He forced himself to take a breath and studied the object of his affection. She seemed lost in her own thoughts; or perhaps she was avoiding eye contact.
  


  
    Something similar seemed to be going on with Lady Gabriella and Ty, though Hal thought she seemed amused by Ty’s awkwardness rather than embarrassed.
  


  
    It was hard to judge. Even after all this time in close quarters, Hal knew next to nothing about her. She was a big woman, but there was nothing about her plump or soft. Her face was classically beautiful, with her brown eyes and a nose that was straight and delicate, her mouth occasionally revealing a stunning smile. In her leather travel togs, she looked as if she’d fit right in at Crydee, and Hal could imagine her riding next to Bethany on the hunt.
  


  
    Thinking of Bethany he realized he had barely spared her a thought, or at least no more than he had his brothers and parents, since coming east. He missed Crydee, and worried how his family fared now that war had come, but he felt no more for Bethany than before he had left the West. She was nothing like the Princess, who was everything he expected in a court lady: more, she was his perfect image of a princess.
  


  
    What Hal found remarkable about Stephané was she was tough; not strong in an overt fashion, in the way Bethany or Gabriella were, but she had a subtle toughness, a resilience, an ability to face threat quietly and with dignity, rather than crumbling before what must certainly be the most terrifying experience of her life. The most eligible woman in the Sea of Kingdoms, the most sought-after bride in recent history, she had been spirited from her home in the middle of the night, away from her family for the first time in her life, hidden from men determined to capture her and use her for their own political ends, risking dangers undreamed of in her life, yet here she sat, quietly chatting, composed and showing glimpses of humour, and calm.
  


  
    Hal realized he was falling desperately in love with her.
  


  
    He buried such emotions deep inside. His father had always expected him to marry Bethany, but had often talked of political marriages for Martin and Brendan. This much Hal knew: his wife, if it wasn’t Bethany, would be a woman who gained some political advantage for Crydee, and the marriage would be a benefit to the Kingdom as a whole, or at least the Western Realm. And in this time of war, who knew what that might mean? But if it was Bethany, it would be a woman he loved already, even if it was as a sister, and one who would prove to be worthy of all the devotion he could provide. He closed his eyes a second and tried to will his mind away from his true feelings.
  


  
    Moments later, the door to the cabin opened and the captain stuck his head in. “It’s time.”
  


  
    They rose and followed him up to the main deck.
  


  
    The departure went quickly and quietly. A dinghy rigged with a sail was already halfway over the side by the time they had reached the deck and a rope ladder was thrown down. Ty and Hal were first over the side, followed by the Princess and Lady Gabriella. The captain had pointed the heading and Hal and Ty fixed their position by the early morning stars and shoved off.
  


  
    The sail had proven problematic as the boat tended to drift to port, but as they were aiming for a long stretch of Kingdom coastline, a slight deviation from their course shouldn’t be a problem. Either side of the Kingdom city of Ran would be acceptable, and should they spy the harbour, all the better.
  


  
    There was little conversation as the women huddled under a great cloak provided by the captain against the night’s chill. The two young men were intent upon keeping their course as the sun rose and when it did they thought they could see land.
  


  
    Hal pointed to a brown smudge to the northwest and said, “Head for that!”
  


  
    Ty nodded. If Hal was correct that smudge would be cooking fires from a coastal town or even the port of Ran. The wind rose with the morning sun, a spanking breeze but from the north-west, forcing them to tack on some very long reaches. Hal sat at the tiller with Lady Gabriella and the Princess sitting on the windward side of the boat, while Ty waited in the bow ready to haul on the sheet to trim the single sail. Each time they shifted course, Hal had to duck his head under the wide swinging boom while the girls ducked down and waited, then shifted to the opposite side of the dinghy.
  


  
    The coast grew progressively closer each time they swung to the north, but as they were almost sailing into the teeth of the wind it made for slow going. Two hours after sunrise, Ty shouted, “Sails, off to port!”
  


  
    Ty risked standing for a moment, then sat down again and said, “That can’t be the Keshian picket. We haven’t sailed that far.”
  


  
    Ty shielded his face from the low sun. Finally he said, “I see red sails!”
  


  
    “Oh, bloody hell,” said Hal. “Pirates.”
  


  
    Ty said, “That’s a Ceresian raiding fleet or I’m a duck. Turn about and make a run for the coast!”
  


  
    “Ready about!” Hal cried warning he was turning the boat hard, and to be wary of the swinging boom. It would be very inconvenient if someone fell over the side at that moment. The girls ducked as he pulled on the tiller, saying, “Hard a’lee!
  


  
    The two women moved swiftly to the windward side of the boat and Hal lost any concern for a cautious approach to the coast. He shouted to Ty, “Are we seen?”
  


  
    As low as their boat was to the water and as far as they were from the sails, it was possible that they would go unnoticed by any lookouts aloft on the pirate ships.
  


  
    “I can’t tell!” Ty called back. Then he pointed. “Look!”
  


  
    The brown smudge they had first spied was resolving itself into a column of smoke rising from fires along the coast. As they were heading straight to it, it quickly became apparent this was a coastal raid.
  


  
    “Where are we?” shouted Hal.
  


  
    “I don’t know,” answered Ty. “That’s too small to be Ran. Lister perhaps? Or maybe Michaelsberg?”
  


  
    The air now had the acrid tang of smoke and was turning hazy as they were sailing directly into the wind as best as Hal could manage. Their eyes teared from the sting and Gabriella sneezed.
  


  
    “We’ve got to get out of here,” said Ty.
  


  
    Hal pulled gently against the tiller until the sails started to luff. He was gauging when best to turn back towards the coast on a long tack away from the fight.
  


  
    Ty said, “That ship we’re following is slowing!”
  


  
    Hal stood slightly to look over the girls’ heads. “They’re trimming sails.”
  


  
    Suddenly they were running straight at the stern of the ship and Hal shouted, “Ready about!”
  


  
    The girls ducked as Hal turned the boat and the wind blew away a particularly hazy patch of smoke so that the sterncastle of the ship they had been trailing could now be clearly seen.
  


  
    The three-masted ship heeled over slightly as the crew adjusted the sails and Ty shouted, “It’s a Ceresian dromon!” This one was painted black with red trim around the rails, and the sails were dark red tanbark. The ship was common to Kesh, but many such had found their ways north to the shores of the Eastern Kingdoms. Usually crewed by forty to sixty men, plus a bank of rowers, they were not as fast as Kingdom ships but their shallow draft and lateen sails allowed them to sail much closer into shore than the deepwater square-masted Kingdom frigates. And in close, with the rowers providing the power, they were good for short bursts of speed that could bring them into contact with their prey before a ship with only sails could manoeuvre away.
  


  
    A lookout on the stern chanced to turn; he saw the small dinghy, pointed and shouted.
  


  
    Ty cried, “We’re seen!”
  


  
    Hal hauled over on the tiller without warning and the two women ducked under the boom just in time. Ty almost lost his balance.
  


  
    “Sorry!” shouted Hal.
  


  
    The dromon was a shallow draught ship, but it couldn’t ride into the beach as the dinghy could. If they beached the dromon the crew would have to dig sand trenches beneath the hull at low tide, unload every piece of cargo and provisions, then wait for high tide to lift her and try to tow her back to sea with longboats.
  


  
    Hal glanced back a moment and saw that the pirate vessel was now reefing sails and that men on deck were scrambling to lower boats. “They’re coming after us!”
  


  
    Ty said, “There!” pointing at the shoreline.
  


  
    Hal stared at the open beach on the other side of the white foam breakers. Ty waited until they could feel the shore current and the boat lifting on a swell and he leapt to unfasten the sheets and lower the sail. Hall let go of the tiller and lashed down the boom so it wouldn’t swing.
  


  
    Lady Gabriella was already pulling up one oar as Ty reached to grab the other. Unceremoniously, Ty shouted, “Move!” to Stephané, then belatedly added, “Er, Highness.”
  


  
    Stephané ignored the lack of formality. “Their boats are in the water.”
  


  
    Hal looked over his shoulder and saw a boat pushing away from the ship, now anchored, and another with crew climbing down ropes ready to follow. He looked ahead and shouted, “Pull!”
  


  
    Ty and Gabriella both hauled on their oars and the boat moved up and away, rising on another swell as they edged closer to the beach. Hal looked back again and saw the pirates’ longboats each had six oarsmen and he knew they’d be a lot closer by the time the dinghy reached the beach.
  


  
    Hal looked beyond the approaching shore and saw a fairly uniform rise beyond the sand. Tableland overlooked the beaches, but no more than ten or twelve feet above. With careful slow climbing they could probably reach the grass if they had time to find a suitable gully. Then he spied a sand mound that rose up to the tableland. He turned the bow of the dinghy towards it.
  


  
    “Ready!” shouted the Princess as they were picked up by a comber that turned into a wave and accelerated them into the shore. The dinghy rode it into the sand then ground to a sudden halt.
  


  
    “Over there!” Hal shouted, pointing to the mound he had spied. They climbed quickly out of the dinghy. Ty grabbed one bundle of provisions and Hal the other as he leapt out. The pirate longboats were bearing down. Hal judged they might be lucky to have a five-minute head start.
  


  
    They turned and ran.
  


  



  • Chapter Six •


  


  Conspiracies


  
    

  


  
    Jim ran.
  


  
    The vaguely important, always elusive minor noble from the west forced his way past startled courtiers and annoyed servants as he raced through the halls of the King’s palace in Rillanon. Dishevelled and dirty from miles of fast travel, he was nearly exhausted yet found the strength to single-handedly disrupt the business of the palace for the day. His violent haste was understandable and those who recognized him quickly nodded in sympathy: his grandfather was dying.
  


  
    Jim cursed the gods, the fates, whim, bad luck, any other agency he could imagine who might have conspired to have him away from the Kingdom’s home island when word reached him of his grandfather’s illness. His last Tsurani transport orb had been destroyed by a Keshian agent, and he had to rely on Pug’s son Magnus to return to Rillanon from Sorcerer’s Isle after his last meeting with Pug. He had agents, if he could trust them, attempting to secure more orbs from a LaMutian artificer of Tsurani descent who claimed he could make them, but as yet none of the promised devices had been forthcoming.
  


  
    As a result of this, when word of his grandfather’s situation had reached him on the mainland he had been halfway to the city of Ran to observe Keshian activities in that region. He had ridden like a madman to the royal docks in the city of Rodez, only to discover the entire royal fleet had been dispatched to picket duty in support of the fleet out of Ran. So he had purchased outright the fastest ship he could find, a dilapidated fishing boat in need of a complete overhaul, and made straight for Rillanon.
  


  
    Jim had encountered no Keshian ships this far inside Kingdom waters but had been challenged on the outskirts of Sadara, the Kingdom’s second-largest city outside the mainland. He presented his documents, then ordered the crew to sink the schooner rather than bother towing it, and commandeered their frigate.
  


  
    Riding horses into the ground, sailing on a filthy fishing boat, and having no means to improve his appearance on the frigate lent him an entirely woeful and disreputable appearance when he finally reached the royal docks in Rillanon City But if the naval guards at the quay wondered who this dirty traveller might be, the fact that he was rowed ashore by a very deferential crew of sailors from a royal frigate caused them to stand aside as he hurried past and up the long incline to the main street above.
  


  
    Jim had dodged indifferent workers, curious merchants, and concerned guards. Rillanon was on a full wartime footing and the appearance of anyone out of the ordinary was cause for alarm. He had been challenged by the officer at the gate, but in less than a minute he was riding on that officer’s horse, racing up the long road from the harbour to the palace.
  


  
    Nearing his grandfather’s private chambers now, he saw two guards posted outside. He spoke forcefully, “Open the bloody doors!”
  


  
    “No one is admitted without—”
  


  
    That was as far as he got before Jim shoved past the guard and started to push open the door. The other guard reached over and found himself on the floor before he could put hands on Jim.
  


  
    The doors swung wide into the antechamber of his grandfather’s apartment, and Jim was confronted by another pair of sentries, but with the addition of a sergeant of the royal household guard. Rather than try to physically attack Jim, the old soldier merely stood before the door with his hands up, palms out saying, “Hold up a minute, Jimmy.”
  


  
    Recognizing the sergeant, Jim said, “I want to see grandfather, Jacky.”
  


  
    Sergeant Jack Mallory nodded. “He’s sleeping, and you’re a fright.”
  


  
    Jim began to calm down as the guards he had knocked over hurried up behind him. The sergeant made a shooing motion towards the outer door.
  


  
    “How is he?” asked Jim.
  


  
    Motioning for Jim to follow him, the sergeant moved away and keeping his voice low, said, “Well, your grandfather’s old, Jimmy. But there’s something else…”
  


  
    “What?” asked Jim, his eyes narrowing.
  


  
    “You know I’ve been with the old man for… well, since you were a baby,” whispered the sergeant.
  


  
    Jim nodded.
  


  
    “I think I know him pretty well, his moods, his good days, his bad days, you know what I mean.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Jim. “What is it?”
  


  
    “Something’s not quite right here. I can’t put my finger on it, but your grandfather started complaining about his stomach a month ago. You know him. He doesn’t complain.”
  


  
    Jim nodded again. After a moment he said, “You suspect poison?”
  


  
    “After the way things have been around here, I suspect everything.”
  


  
    Jim felt exasperated. He had raced without rest from halfway to the eastern border of the Kingdom only to return to this. “What do the healers say? The priests?”
  


  
    “No one says anything, and whatever you hear comes from the office of Sir William Alcorn. That’s why those lads outside were so anxious to stop you. Orders are no one sees your grandfather without Sir William’s writ.”
  


  
    Jim reached into his tunic and pulled out a small purse hanging from a cord around his neck and opened it. A folded piece of parchment was all it contained and Jim took it out, unfolded it and handed it to the sergeant.
  


  
    Sergeant Mallory read it. Then he said, “You play Follow-the-Queen Poker, Jimmy?”
  


  
    “Terrible game. What’s the point?”
  


  
    “Well, as we’d say in that game, a command from the Duke of Rillanon trumps any orders given by Sir William, despite him having the title of King’s Magistrate.” He grinned. “Or at least that’s how I see it and even if the King should think otherwise, I’ll stand before him and say that’s how I see it right now.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Jacky.”
  


  
    “Now, you get to your quarters and get cleaned up, and as soon as he stirs, I’ll send for you. You look like you could use a bath, meal, and nap, Jimmy.”
  


  
    Jim smiled. Sergeant Mallory was one of the few around who called him “Jimmy.” It came from when he had been a little boy and used to play being “Jimmyhand” his legendary great-grandfather, Lord James, the first Jamison.
  


  
    Without another word, Jim nodded, turned and left the antechamber to his grandfather’s private apartment and walked slowly towards his own quarters. He saw a page hurrying down the hall and stopped him.
  


  
    “Sir?” the boy asked.
  


  
    “Do you know me?”
  


  
    The boy almost squinted as he looked at the dishevelled, dirty man before him, then recognition dawned. “Sir James?”
  


  
    “Close enough. I’m going to my quarters. I wish to be undisturbed for two hours. After which I want a hot bath, and while it’s being prepared I need half a roasted chicken, a bowl of rice, roasted potatoes, or turnips. A flagon of wine, and whatever fruit and vegetables they have ready to serve. Do you understand?”
  


  
    “Yes, m’lord.”
  


  
    Jim walked to his own quarters and was almost staggering by the time he reached them. He fell onto his bed and was asleep before his head struck the pillow.
  


  
    Jim was vaguely aware of a warm body snuggled in close behind him as he woke up. It took him only moments to be aware of his surroundings, but he still felt groggy as he asked, “You awake?”
  


  
    “Of course,” said the female voice behind him.
  


  
    He rolled over and found himself looking into a pair of dark eyes set in a lovely face of dusky skin— Keshian ancestry that had served her well over the years. James lifted himself on one arm and saw a maid’s dress draped over the chair at his writing desk. He glanced down at the naked young woman. “You’re a maid again?”
  


  
    “I thought it best to be in a believable role should someone interrupt your sleep. It also explains why I might have lingered after bringing in all that food you ordered.” She indicated the large tray placed on a table opposite the bed, an ornate silver affair with a matching flagon.
  


  
    “The young lord and the willing maid, it is then?”
  


  
    With a mocking smile she said, “Young lord?”
  


  
    “I said to be awoken, then brought food while I bathed.”
  


  
    “I tried to wake you,” she returned. With lowered lashes and a half-smile, she added, “In several ways. It was obvious you needed sleep. You were exhausted. You slept through the night. I’m afraid the wine is no longer chilled and the chicken is cold.”
  


  
    “Better than I’ve had for a while.”
  


  
    “No doubt. I can send for fresh.”
  


  
    “Don’t bother. Now, what do you know?” said James as he rolled off bed and realized he was also naked. “Did you undress me?”
  


  
    “Yes,” she said standing up. “It wasn’t very convincing me being naked under the covers and you being full dressed on top.” She grinned. “It’s not the first time I’ve removed your clothing.”
  


  
    He returned the smile. “Well, you certainly didn’t bathe me,” he said, wrinkling his nose.
  


  
    “Your bath’s been ready for almost an hour. I ordered it when I thought you likely to wake.”
  


  
    “So what’s your name?” he asked as he followed her into his bathing chamber, admiring her nearly-flawless body as she proceeded him into the bathing chamber. Her soft curves belied a toughness he had personally honed over the years. Of all his agents, she was not only one of the best at getting information, she was as hard to kill as a cockroach. A childhood with the Mockers of Krondor had trained her in ways few not born on the street could begin to imagine. He had never asked her to play the role of assassin, but he suspected she would do so without question and very effectively.
  


  
    She opened the door and moved aside so he could step into a warm tub of water in the middle of a room. “I’m called Anne right now.”
  


  
    He settled into the still-warm tub and gave a satisfied sigh. Many times in his life his chosen role had required him to go days, weeks even, without being properly clean. He sat back as Anne poured a jug of warm water over his head and began shampooing vigorously. “Weren’t you Anne in…?”
  


  
    “Salador,” she supplied.
  


  
    “So, what do we know?” he asked.
  


  
    Leaning over the edge of the tub, Anne said, “I’ve been here about a month, since I got your message in Krondor. I’ve found nothing substantial, but this palace is awash with rumours.”
  


  
    “It’s the palace. There are always rumours.”
  


  
    “Yes, but as you taught me,” she said scrubbing his back, “there are rumours and there are rumours.”
  


  
    “I don’t have time to sift through rumours. If you can’t tell me what you know, tell me what you think.”
  


  
    Leaning over to scrub his chest from behind, her face near his ear, she whispered, “Sir William Alcorn is putting those loyal to him, or at least in his debt, into key positions and the King seems to have no objection. Your grandfather most certainly did.”
  


  
    “And you think this has something to do with my grandfather’s health?”
  


  
    “Hard to say, Jim,” she said as she draped her arms around his neck. “I’ve nosed around as much as I can and the healing priests and chirurgeons all seem above suspicion. Maybe one of them might be working for someone trying to get your grandfather out of the way, but the others would have likely found some hint of magic or poison.
  


  
    “He is an old man, Jim.”
  


  
    “He’s the only family I have left, or at least the only family left that still speaks to me.”
  


  
    She shrugged. As an orphan she had even less family, but over the years she had come to appreciate that the topic of Jim’s family was only under discussion when he brought it up. She knew there had been many difficulties between Jim and his father, his Uncle Dasher, and his cousin Richard. Some of it was political, for reasons Jim never mentioned, and some of it was family history, for reasons even more obscure. But she had been around Lord James long enough to read his moods. “You’re really worried, aren’t you?”
  


  
    “I am.”
  


  
    “I have a theory should you wish to hear it.”
  


  
    “Go on.”
  


  
    “I believe your grandfather may have been poisoned, but not to the extent of trying to kill him.”
  


  
    Jim was silent for a moment, then said, “Keep him out of the way, but not raise suspicion by a death?”
  


  
    “He’s been too ill to be an effective counter to Sir William Alcorn’s shenanigans for over two weeks.” She paused, then said, “He’s very clever, our Sir William, and very deft. It’s as if he has everything slowly moving until he’s poised, then suddenly—,” she clapped her hands together, “—he’s moved two or three people around before anyone can mount an objection. Moreover, even before your grandfather took ill, his influence had grown. His relationship with the King, going back to when they were young soldiers together…” She let the thought run out, and shrugged. Both knew that the “simple” court knight had become the most powerful man in the Kingdom, usurping the position held by Jim’s grandfather. “What do you think?” she asked.
  


  
    Before he could answer, the door in the other room opened and someone came in. Anne leapt into the tub with Jim with a squeal of laughter, splashing water over the floor.
  


  
    Jim looked up to see a soldier standing inside his quarters looking embarrassed. “Sorry sir, but I knocked and you didn’t answer.”
  


  
    Feigning annoyance, Jim said, “Can’t you see I’m occupied?”
  


  
    “It’s your grandfather, sir. He’s awake and asking for you.”
  


  
    Jim made a show of forcing Anne off him, grabbed a towel and saw the guard trying very hard not to watch Anne as she climbed out of the tub. Whoever he might report to would hear only a sordid narration of a bored noble and a maid of easy virtue, nothing out of the ordinary in the palace.
  


  
    Jim dressed quickly, tossing a look over his shoulder to Anne. “Be on your way, girl. Perhaps I’ll have time for you tonight.”
  


  
    “Sir,” she said as if annoyed yet hopeful. She knew that meant she was to find him tonight so they could compare notes on what he had learned.
  


  
    He dressed quickly and followed the guard to his grandfather’s apartment where Sergeant Mallory was back at his post. “Sir,” he said with a quick salute as two guards opened the doors into his grandfather’s apartment.
  


  
    Propped up in his large bed, James Jamison, second of that name to hold the title of Duke of Rillanon, beckoned for his grandson to come closer. No one needed to say anything; Jim took one look at the old man and knew he was near death. He walked to the bedside and leaned over, kissing his grandfather’s forehead.
  


  
    “Good to see you, lad,” whispered the old man.
  


  
    “Good to see you, Grandfather.”
  


  
    “Now,” he said patting the bed beside him, “sit down and shut up. There’s a lot I need to tell you and not much time.”
  


  
    Jim sat down and waited for his grandfather to tell him something vital.
  


  
    It was a shaken James Jamison who left his grandfather’s quarters an hour later. Even those who knew him well might not see any outward sign, but inside Jim was as near to a state of panic as he had been in his entire life. His world was coming apart at the seams.
  


  
    Jim was the eyes and ears of the Kingdom, the trader in secrets and hidden truths, but his grandfather had command of the Congress of Lords and knew the temper of the nobility of the two realms, from the Duchy of Ran to the Far Coast. Between the two of them they had pieced together a puzzle that had been baffling them both for more than a year prior to the outbreak of war between Kesh and the Kingdom.
  


  
    Politics was more the province of his grandfather. His late uncle, Dasher, likewise had been a political animal. Jim’s father had been much more like his great grandfather, Arutha, son of the first James, a gifted administrator, bright and likable, but otherwise not especially remarkable. And his cousin Richard was a soldier with all the noble and annoying traits that required. One thing about Richard, Jim knew, was that he might currently be one of the few soldiers he could rely on, and that he commanded the Prince’s Army in Krondor, which might prove vital before all was said and done.
  


  
    Not all Jamesons were suited to governance; most were gifted in whatever role life provided, but only Jim had developed the same lethal set of skills and the cold nerve to use them in service to the Crown that his namesake, the original James, Jimmy the Hand, had enjoyed. And now it looked as if he was going to need every shred of talent he possessed as well as every bitter experience, harsh lesson, and the famous Jameson luck to thwart what was now clearly shaping up to be a bid to seize the crown of the Kingdom of the Isles.
  


  
    While he had been busy trying to uncover who had been subverting or killing off his operatives and why Kesh was moving towards the Kingdom, someone else had been busy plotting a coup d’état and from what his grandfather had said, they were close to ready.
  


  
    James stopped as he reached the major hallway bisecting the palace. Ahead were his own quarters and those of other royal retainers and functionaries, while to the right were offices and the guards’ quarters to either side of the entrance to the royal wing, containing the great hall, the King’s apartments and the living quarters of the household staff. To the left was the grand entrance and steps down to the palace’s marshalling yard.
  


  
    In as many years as he could remember, this was the first time Jim Dasher, Lord Jameson, had no idea where to go next. He knew that he must be in the palace for at least another night and day, but after that?
  


  
    His network of agents was compromised; yet he had been almost arrogant in his certainty of his own cleverness in taking what his grandfather had begun, grafting onto it his great uncle’s Mockers. He had spent years successfully infiltrating every stratum of Kingdom society and not a little of Kesh, Queg, and the Free Cities in the west with spies and provocateurs. No activity from affairs of state down to smuggling along the coast escaped his notice, and he had been supreme in the Bitter Sea.
  


  
    Or so he had thought until Amed Dabu Asam had tried to kill him. His most trusted agent in Kesh, one of his most trusted anywhere, and now he was a man Jim would take great delight in seeing dead.
  


  
    With Amed compromised, Jim assumed his entire ring of spies west of Land’s End must be untrustworthy. Even if he was to survive all this… if the Kingdom was to survive all this, not one man in Kesh could be trusted.
  


  
    From what he had been able to discover on his own coupled with what his grandfather had told him, Jim could assume only about a third of his agents were still in place and trustworthy.
  


  
    He realized palace servants and minor Kingdom officials passing by were taking notice of him. If he was going to dither, he might as well do it while going somewhere. He knew a place near the merchants’ quarters where he could both dine and arrange for certain agents to find him. He turned towards the grand entrance and the outer gates of the palace.
  


  
    It had been nearly a year since he had been in Rillanon, and while his grandfather’s loyal agents had most of the city under observation, it was clear there was what, as Kaseem Abu Hazara-Khan— his opposite number in Kesh— had observed, “another player” in the game. If Lady Franciezka Sorboz’s spy ring in Roldem had been compromised, and Jim’s in the Kingdom crippled, Kaseem’s had been utterly destroyed. When last Jim had seen him he had been a hunted man. No doubt he was secreted away somewhere until he could safely resurface or give up any hope of continuing in service to the Empire. If the latter and he could safely reach his people in the Jal-Pur desert, he might live to old age as a nameless tribesman. Jim considered that last option very problematical given how far Kaseem had to travel to reach the safety of his family’s camp.
  


  
    Jim reached the steps leading down into the palace courtyard and made straight for the small personal entrance, the size of an ordinary door set into the large, ornate iron gate that guarded the entrance to the palace grounds. The large gates, opened to admit detachments of horse and large carriages, was closed as a rule, but now he was surprised to find the small gate also barred and two guards posted before it.
  


  
    “Sir?” one challenged him as he approached.
  


  
    “I’m James Jameson, the Duke’s grandson. I thought I’d get out in the city and stretch my legs a bit.”
  


  
    The guard nodded. “Well enough, sir. If you can show us your pass.”
  


  
    “Pass?” Jim’s face darkened. “Since when does a member of the royal court need a pass to enter and leave the palace grounds?”
  


  
    “Since the order was posted this morning, sir. You need a pass signed by the Viceroy’s office.”
  


  
    “Viceroy?”
  


  
    “You’ve not heard, sir?” said the guard in affable tones. “Why, this very morning the King named his friend Sir William Alcorn Viceroy, to help him run things until the old duke, I mean your grandfather, is back on his feet. Orders came down with the changing of the guard; no one in or out without the Viceroy’s approval.”
  


  
    Pushing aside his sense of outrage, Jim forced a smile. “That must be it, then. I came in late last night, exhausted, and slept in until meeting with my grandfather. I’ll go at once to Sir William’s office and see to the matter. Carry on.” Jim turned and marched back towards the palace steps.
  


  
    There was only one possible reason for the new requirement for a pass: Sir William had decided to limit the comings and goings of those in the royal household, including the Duke’s staff. Had his grandfather been fit, Jim had no doubt that pass requirement would not have lasted more than a half-day, but his grandfather was soundly sleeping after being forced to imbibe a sleeping draught by the royal chirurgeon.
  


  
    Jim knew it would be suspicious if he didn’t put in an appearance at Sir William’s office, but he didn’t feel the need to go straight away. He had a half-dozen ways to leave the palace whenever he wished, and no doubt Sir William knew about two or three of them.
  


  
    First he needed to find Anne and send her on a little errand— and then make a quick check on his grandfather. And he desperately needed to get something to eat. He was starving, having not eaten for nearly three days. If they hadn’t cleared the tray out of his room, he’d eat whatever was there, no matter how cold, dried out, or stale it might be.
  


  
    His frustration gave way to a rare flight of fancy. His tasks would have been so much easier if he’d had a magician on his staff, someone like Magnus who could just transport him to one place or another. That returned Jim to thinking about his last visit to Sorcerer’s Isle and he wondered how Pug was getting on with uncovering his own personal nest of traitors.
  


  
    As he climbed the wide steps into the palace that thought sent a new chill down Jim’s back: should Pug’s problems turn out to be as grave as his own, the consequences of what he faced was probably far more dire than the situation here. For if Jim failed in his tasks, his King and the conDoin dynasty might fall, perhaps even the Kingdom of the Isles in its entirety, but should Pug fail…
  


  
    Jim shoved aside the thought. He didn’t want to contemplate what might happen to this entire world if Pug should fail.
  


  
    Pug sat quietly, his face an unreadable mask as he listened to the debate taking place on the floor of the Academy Council. A strange sense of déjà vu struck him for a brief moment: the Academy was becoming more like the Assembly of Magicians on Kelewan where he had trained.
  


  
    Currently there appeared to be four groups represented among the members, groups that had formed around the teachings of three men, each reflecting a different philosophy, and a fourth, uncommitted, faction. Pug realized that of those in attendance, he was the only person who had actually known those three men. Two of them had been his students, Korsh and Watoom, two very talented magicians of Keshian ancestry. The third faction had been influenced by his close friend for years, Nakor. He wondered what his old friend might think of what had become of the Academy were he alive to see it.
  


  
    A tall, slender magician named Natiba stood and addressed the twenty members of the council. “The Wand of Watoom has met in caucus and we have weighed the warning carried to us by Pug.” He bowed slightly in Pug’s direction.
  


  
    As founder of the Academy on Stardock Island, land once ceded him by the Crown of the Kingdom of the Isles, Pug was viewed with veneration but since he had renounced his loyalty to the Kingdom and given Stardock and the Academy autonomy, he was also viewed with some suspicion, an unspoken concern he might some day choose to attempt to reclaim the school of magicians and the town of Stardock.
  


  
    Pug appeared ageless, looking much as he had for the last century and more, with his dark hair and beard. He was slender and short, but had a wiry strength, an aura of toughness and resilience. He might be the single most powerful magician on this world— though he considered his son Magnus might soon surpass him, if he had not already— but he had begun life as an orphan kitchen-boy in far-off Crydee Keep and had endured four years as a slave on the Tsurani home world of Kelewan. He was no lifelong academic.
  


  
    Pug had seen death and destruction on a scale unimaginable to nearly every other magic-user in attendance and considered this current debate trivial, pointless, and a waste of time. Yet he endured it, because he honoured his pledge and would let events take their natural course.
  


  
    The Wand of Watoom was one of the two Keshian-dominated factions in the Academy, the other being the Hands of Korsh. Watoom had been a Keshian, but not a Trueblood, like Korsh had been. The difference between those friends had evolved two groups, who were both conservative by nature. The Wand was by far the more cautious and reactive of the two, keeping themselves focused on internal matters almost to the exclusion of the outside world. The Hands of Korsh was still conservative in its outlook, but was more inclined to take active part in events beyond the Island of Stardock.
  


  
    The third faction called themselves the Blue Riders in honour of one of Nakor’s more colourful affectations: a grand blue robe that had been a gift to him from the Empress of Kesh. That and a beautiful black stallion he had ridden like a madman until it died. The Blue Riders believed there was no magic, and that anyone could learn “tricks,” so they were constantly at odds with the other two factions. They were far more progressive and believed in an active, ongoing engagement with the outside world.
  


  
    As usual the Hands were the swing faction, standing between the Riders and the Wand, with the uncommitted members likely to bring matters to a resolution. The topic being debated was the warning Pug had just delivered to the Council regarding the demon incursion into Midkemia and the possible threat posed from them and the forces behind the demons, the Dread.
  


  
    The debate had been taking the better part of a day, and for Pug it had been tedium piled upon pointlessness. He had arrived the night before and conferred with the senior members of the Council, called the Administration: five members, one from each of the three named factions and a further two selected from the undecided members. Pug did not like the idea of any faction having automatic placement on such a body, it reeked too much of the party politics that had plagued much of the Empire of Tsuranuanni for centuries, but he forced himself to remain silent on all matters of governance over the Academy. For it to be truly independent, he must merely be seen as another magician.
  


  
    Natiba finished his remarks, like many of those before merely a rehash of positions already argued, as if some members felt the need to speak even if only to reiterate what had already been said, in case they somehow might lose position or prestige in this council by staying silent.
  


  
    Another magician rose and was given the floor. Pug was pleased to see this one was dressed in a plain brown robe, making him look like a mendicant friar of one of the temple orders rather than a magician. Too many of the magicians here, especially those in the conservative orders, affected the black robes similar to those worn by the Tsurani Great Ones. Pug absently wondered how much of that was due to his own choice to wear those garments, to constantly remind him of how he had come to be “the Black Sorcerer.”
  


  
    The magician in brown said, “I am distressed that so many of our brothers and sisters are determined to continually revisit the same points without any apparent progress in reaching a conclusion we can, at least, debate. So, I will make this proposal and ask the Administration to put it before the membership and call for a vote.
  


  
    “I ask that we agree that Pug would not have come to us save in the face of the most dire threat and that time must be counted as a critical issue. Moreover, without a clear purpose as to where we can best lend our talents to protect our world from the demon threat and the Dread—,” as he said that, the young magician glanced at Pug with an expression that suggested he wasn’t willing quite yet to believe that such a horror could exist, let alone threaten this world, “—we should consider making a plan to answer any call Pug might make and how best to do that.”
  


  
    The room erupted in comments and chatter. Several members voiced the opinion that it was too soon to be coming to any sort of vote on any issue, while others suggested the young magician overstepped his bounds. The Chairman stood and held up his hands for silence. He was a portly magician from one of the Eastern Kingdoms, by the name of Eslon Makov; he possessed a sense of gravitas well suited to moments like these. He said, “A question has been put to the vote of the members. To restate the question—”
  


  
    Pug let the restatement fade into the background as he saw the young, brown-robed magician move in his direction, climbing the steps of the circular hall to where he sat. “A moment, if you don’t mind,” he said.
  


  
    Pug nodded and rose to follow the young magician up a few steps to the top tier of the Academy’s main hall, then out of the door to the antechamber.
  


  
    The young magician said, “I am called Ruffio, Pug. I’ve not had the honour of meeting you before.”
  


  
    Pug smiled. “I appreciate your support in there.”
  


  
    The young man shrugged and smiled hesitantly and Pug was suddenly struck by Ruffio’s resemblance to himself at a much younger age. He had a thick shock of dark hair and a similar build and carriage. “It was an obvious point to make, I thought. And if dire events do transpire as you fear, it might make it easier for this august body to reach a conclusion and act before we all die of old age.”
  


  
    Pug laughed as they walked past a pair of older magicians who cast them a quick glance and continued on their own way.
  


  
    Pug and Ruffio exited the antechamber and walked down a wide set of steps to a walled garden. When they were alone, Ruffio said, “I think if there are members of some unknown agency embedded here, they’ve blended in successfully. For a week now I’ve reviewed every discussion I’ve been involved in, overheard, heard of, and I’m forced to admit… nothing.” He looked Pug in the eye. “It may be that the very nature of this society of magicians is exactly what our opponents desire: a tendency to wish to do nothing.”
  


  
    Pug nodded. “We have traitors in the Conclave, Ruffio. Otherwise how could so many things have gone so dreadfully wrong in the last few years?”
  


  
    The younger magician nodded, remembering the assaults on Sorcerer’s Isle that should never have succeeded, the worst of which had cost Pug the lives of many, including his wife and son. “Still, that doesn’t mean they’ve infiltrated here.” He looked unhappy. “We should return. The vote on the motion should begin soon.”
  


  
    “Thank you for putting it forward.”
  


  
    “A necessary step.” The young magician was thoughtful as they reached the entrance to the meeting hall. “The Academy lacks the exceptional talents of the Conclave, but we have many powerful men and women in our ranks. If the need arises there are enough of us in the uncommitted faction to force through a vote to help.” He smiled. “Even the most conservative member of the Hands won’t oppose preventing the world from ending.” His smile broadened. “At least I don’t think they would.”
  


  
    Pug stood alone for a moment and said quietly, “I hope you’re right, but sometimes I wonder.”
  


  



  • Chapter Seven •


  


  Alarm


  
    

  


  
    The warning bells sounded.
  


  
    Martin was already out of his bed and dressed and on his way to the kitchen for breakfast. Buckling his sword belt around his waist, he met his brother coming out of the kitchen.
  


  
    “Damn,” said the commander of the city. “I’m famished.”
  


  
    Brendan smiled. “Just ate! If you don’t get yourself killed, have them fetch you something.” Playfully smacking his brother’s stomach with the back of his left hand, he added, “Besides, the last week’s quiet is making you fat.” Before Martin could respond, Brendan was off at a run towards the wall.
  


  
    Martin indulged in a momentary expression of exasperation that went unnoticed by anyone, then set off after his brother. Brendan was at the top of the wall by the time Martin got there. He pointed out into the harbour.
  


  
    “What is it?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “I have no idea.”
  


  
    In the centre of the harbour the water was roiling, bubbling and capped with foam, as if the water below was beginning to boil.
  


  
    Martin shouted up to the northern tower, “What do you see?”
  


  
    From above the reply came, “Just a lot of dirty water bubbling, sir. It’s been that way for a good five or more minutes.”
  


  
    “What could it be?” asked Martin quietly, turning back to watch.
  


  
    After another few minutes Lady Bethany and Lily appeared, both sporting what Martin had come to think of as their “fighting togs”: leather breeches, woollen shirts, and leather vests and boots. Both carried bows, though Bethany was the only true archer. She had been giving Lily lessons with the bow and the girl was now able to draw and loose a shaft, though Brendan— who’d watched closely since he’d taken an interest in the girl— didn’t think she stood much chance of hitting anything save by chance, as he had confided in his brother. And since Brendan was probably the only archer who exceeded Bethany’s skills in the city, Martin took his judgment at face value.
  


  
    Brendan’s close attention of Bethany had caused a great deal of agitation in young Captain George Bolton, now third-in-command of the city, who obviously had a deep infatuation with the mayor’s daughter. Brendan’s interest was more passing, given the lack of attractive young women in the city to compete with Lily; almost all the rest had been sent north to Zün for safety. She had refused to travel north and stayed in the city with her father, as he felt obliged to stay and defend his city.
  


  
    Bethany looked excited as she asked, “What is it, Martin?”
  


  
    “I’ll tell you when I know,” he snapped.
  


  
    Her eyes widened; then she realized the strain was finally taking its toll on him.
  


  
    Martin called up to the lookout above, “What do you see?”
  


  
    “The same, sir. Just bubbles and silt.”
  


  
    “Should we send someone out to investigate?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    Martin was silent for a moment, then said, “No, we wait.”
  


  
    “Wait for what?” asked his brother.
  


  
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Martin replied.
  


  
    The four figures at the corner table were quiet, and while the room had cycled from an almost-sullen silence to a near riot of noise and back again over the previous day, these four were unnaturally silent.
  


  
    Arkan had found little to divert his attention since reaching Ylith, so he spent his time studying the customers in the inn, jammed cheek-to-jowl as they were before him. It was a little like hunting, thought the moredhel chieftain, sitting in a hide observing the game through the swaying trees.
  


  
    There were no rooms for rent, and every available floor space from the basement to the attic was occupied by exhausted workers and stranded travellers. So Miranda, Nakor, Calis, and Arkan had been content to stay at their table, occasionally leaving to use the public jakes out back.
  


  
    Arkan and Calis were of elf stock, so silence was not difficult for either. The two demons in human form reflected the nature of their human identities, Miranda’s moods being manifold. Nakor was by nature ebullient, but he could also embrace solitude and quietude, so idle conversation had withered hours before.
  


  
    Now all four of them sat and covertly studied the other four men. They were rather ordinary looking, apart from the unnatural silence they observed. Had they been monks of some contemplative order, they couldn’t have been less talkative. Still, that wasn’t the only thing about them that caught the attention of Calis and the others.
  


  
    The Prince of Elvandar had lived among humans more than the other three, even though the two demons possessed Miranda and Nakor’s memories. All questions about how the two supposedly dead friends had reappeared in Ylith had been deflected, and Calis had dropped his inquiry, assuming he would learn the truth in good time. Like his mother’s people, he had greater patience than humans.
  


  
    It had been Arkan who had first noticed the four quiet men. He had simply said, “There’s something off about those four.” He indicated the four men at the table in the corner on the other side of the rear door.
  


  
    “Off odd, or off dangerous?” asked Calis, taking an interest.
  


  
    “I’m not sure, which probably means dangerous,” said the moredhel chieftain. “They are trying to appear to be strangers, sitting at the same table by happenstance, yet despite the differences in their attire, each sports the same fashion of hair, as if they are members of the same clan.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “Monks, perhaps?”
  


  
    “Not likely,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “No visible weapons, so they are either harmless or have other means to protect themselves,” continued Arkan. “Magic would be my best guess, as there are no obvious guards nearby.”
  


  
    “Agree,” said Calis, glancing at Miranda. “Anything?”
  


  
    Miranda knew what the elf prince was asking, but she hadn’t told him yet that she wasn’t who he remembered and lacked the original Miranda’s ability to detect magic. She glanced over at the men and said only, “Nothing useful.” She felt a familiar, distant sensation being near these four men, like almost remembering a name, or trying to place a faint aroma, maddeningly familiar but just beyond recall.
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “I could go and poke at them.”
  


  
    “I don’t think that is wise,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Why?” asked little man.
  


  
    “I think they’re waiting for something. It might prove futile to do anything until that moment arrives.” Her tone and expression communicated to Nakor that she was on the verge of recognition. He turned his head slowly and studied the four men, then his eyes widened slightly. He turned back and nodded almost imperceptibly. He now felt it too.
  


  
    “It might be too late,” suggested Arkan. “I have spent little time among humans, save when trading in Raglam or Caern, but I have fought them and dealt with human prisoners.” He lowered his voice. “These have the look of prisoners condemned to the mines.”
  


  
    “Not hopeless,” said Nakor. “Resigned to their fate.”
  


  
    “They expect to die,” said Calis. “Here, in this inn?”
  


  
    “I don’t think so,” offered Miranda. “How much mischief can they start here?”
  


  
    “A nice brawl?” asked Nakor with an evil glint in his eye.
  


  
    “As amusing as that might prove to be,” said Calis, “Miranda is right. If those four are up to something, it’s not here. At some point I expect one or more to leave the inn.”
  


  
    “So we wait until they leave?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “And follow them,” said Arkan.
  


  
    “What’s your interest?” Nakor ask the moredhel.
  


  
    “Anything that gets me out of this reeking inn is my interest.”
  


  
    Nakor raised his eyebrows in amusement and inclined his head as if he understood.
  


  
    “So we wait a bit longer,” said Miranda with her first hint of impatience.
  


  
    An hour wore on as the bubbling in the harbour continued. Martin finally grew bored with watching it and said to his brother, “If it’s a threat, it’s not immediate.”
  


  
    Brendan nodded. “Though I wouldn’t discount it being a sudden one if whatever is going on out there is finished.”
  


  
    “What could cause such a thing?” asked Bethany, standing at Martin’s side. She glanced at Brendan and Lily.
  


  
    Lily said, “I’ve lived here my entire life and have seen nothing like it.” Then her expression grew thoughtful. “But I know someone who might know.”
  


  
    She vanished from the wall and a few minutes later returned followed by an old man. “This is Balwin,” she said. “He’s the old harbourmaster.”
  


  
    “You ever see that before?” asked Martin.
  


  
    The old man was slender, but not frail. He looked wiry and fit for someone who appeared to be eighty or more. He squinted against the afternoon sun, now gleaming off the water in the distance and said, “No, but I’ve heard of its like.”
  


  
    Suddenly Martin was interested. “Really? What?”
  


  
    “Story told me when I was a boy.” Balwin grinned as he remembered, his leathery face wrinkling in amusement. “If I remember this right, it was the old imperial governor in LiMeth was behind it.”
  


  
    LiMeth was the westernmost coastal city, little more than a convenient port for pirates and smugglers, in the Empire along the coast of the Bitter Sea.
  


  
    “Somebody or ’nother was foolish enough to go looking for gold up in the Trollhome Mountains.
  


  
    “Now, anyone who knows anything about the Trollhome knows there’s a reason they call it that. Mountain trolls everywhere, so it doesn’t matter how much gold is up there; you’re not going to get it unless you’ve got more guards than miners.” He tapped the side of his nose. “So the governor decides he’s going to tunnel up from beneath the water, starting off shore and moving up through the bluffs to the west of LiMeth, right up into the guts of the Trollhome.”
  


  
    “What happened?”
  


  
    The old man laughed. “Lot of miners drown is what I heard. But for a while it worked. Got some sort of magic-user to make some sort of air bubble and the men worked in that until they got up into the ground where they could drive an air shaft to the surface.” He rubbed his chin as he remembered. “Thing was, water goes where it wants to go and seeks its own level, so as I heard it told, tide collapsed the lower end and the whole thing fell in on itself. Doubt the Governor even got enough gold out to pay for the cost. Anyway, the thing was when the magician had that air bubble in place, it leaked a bit and you could see bubbles rising to the surface. That’s what this reminds me of, that story.”
  


  
    Martin and Brendan looked at one another. “Crossing the Bitter Sea underwater?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “Is it even possible?” wondered Martin. “I mean, a stationary bubble. Men diving into the bubble then working up the mountain…” He sighed. “I find that story hard enough to believe. Where are they tunnelling from? They’d have to start somewhere over there.” He pointed to the south-west then leaned forward, behind the merlons on the wall, as if to see better. “We’d have seen anyone on the shore attempting any sort of mining.” He shook his head. “It’s a wonderful tale, my friend, but even this close to the city, tunnelling under the Bitter Sea is more than an army of dwarves could achieve in this short a period of time.”
  


  
    “Army of dwarves?” said the old harbourmaster. “Never met a single one myself.”
  


  
    Martin said, “I have, but that’s beside the point. If I could wish up a tunnel…” He snapped his fingers.
  


  
    Brendan said, “Magic tunnel?”
  


  
    Martin looked concerned.
  


  
    “We really need a magician around, don’t we?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    Martin glanced at his brother then nodded. “Time was the Dukes of Crydee had one on staff for a reason.” He peered out at the water. “I don’t suppose there’s a diver in town we can send down for a look?”
  


  
    Harbourmaster Balwin said, “No, not many around here, and the few we had went off with the Duke’s army to the south. You’re free to try to find someone but most won’t dive that close to the city. Waters are too rough: got that tide-race to the south-west, and nothing but rocks to the south-east once you get past the beach over there. No reason to dive, ’cept salvaging. Even then not much visibility. But I may have a way for you to take a look if you’re willing to row out there.” He paused, then smiled suddenly. “I’ll be right back.” The old man turned and hurried away.
  


  
    Less than ten minutes later he returned holding what looked to be a large wooden bucket. “This might help,” he said, presenting it to Martin.
  


  
    Martin turned it over and saw that it had a clear bottom. “What is this?” he said, tapping on what looked to be clear glass but gave back a dull sound when struck.
  


  
    “Don’t rightly know. Some sort of crystal. Much tougher than glass. A salvager named Pevy used it outside the harbour, along the tide-race, when a ship went down. Very handy. Other lads would be diving off the side of their dinghies, searching, while Pevy and his boys would row around, looking down through this thing until they saw something, then the boys would dive right under it.”
  


  
    Martin and Brendan exchanged glances, and the younger brother said, “I’ll go.”
  


  
    Martin nodded. All three brothers had been raised on the coast, and by Crydee tradition had been apprenticed for a short while at every trade in the duchy, including fishing. Hal was the best sailor, Martin best at boat repair and gauging the weather, and Brendan was the best fisherman and diver.
  


  
    Balwin said, “Get a little boat and launch off that beach down there—,” he pointed to the south-east, towards the old fortification, “—and you won’t have to navigate through all those burned-out pilings and rubbish.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “I’ll need someone to row while I look.”
  


  
    Balwin said, “Old Pevy’s youngest son’s serving in the city muster. His brother’s do the diving, while he and his dad row. His boat is still in their shed. I’ll go fetch the lad for you. His name is Evard, but everyone calls him Ned.”
  


  
    “I’ll meet you down by the main gate,” said Brendan. He nodded to his brother and Bethany, then impulsively kissed Lily hard on the mouth.
  


  
    She nearly reeled from this unexpected display of affection and said, “My!” Her cheeks flushed as she watching the young noble walk swiftly away.
  


  
    Bethany’s eyes were wide and Martin tried very hard not to laugh aloud. After a moment Bethany said, “Well, I think he just let you know how he feels about things.”
  


  
    Lily lowered her head slightly and tried to hide a grin as she quickly glanced around. “I wonder if George saw that?”
  


  
    Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “Really?”
  


  
    Lily said, “I like them both.”
  


  
    Martin laughed. “Should we somehow survive all this, Brendan will some day be Baron of Carse.”
  


  
    “Oh?” said Bethany, looking over her shoulder at Martin, who was standing behind her.
  


  
    Glancing down at the gate, where Brendan was meeting a young, thick-necked boy in an ill-fitting tunic of the city watch, Martin said, “Hal will need me in Crydee more than in Carse, most likely to command the Jonril garrison. As you have no brothers, it will be up to Hal with the Prince of Krondor’s permission, to install someone in Carse many many years from now, when your father’s gone.”
  


  
    Bethany’s expression turned anxious. “I wish I knew how he was.”
  


  
    Trying to keep the tone light, Martin pressed on. “So, it’s the nephew of a minor functionary in Yabon or a baron.”
  


  
    Lily said, “Oh, they are both very sweet.”
  


  
    Marin laughed. “Follow your heart, then, Lily my darling. Just be gentle with whoever’s heart you break.”
  


  
    Lily looked concerned.
  


  
    “Assuming we all survive this coming war and my brother doesn’t manage to go out and drown himself,” added Martin.
  


  
    All eyes turned to follow Brendan and the Pevy boy.
  


  
    Brendan and Ned Pevy hurried along on the soot-covered stones of the street before the wall, all that was left of the foulborough. The Keshian raiders had been effective in ensuring everything above the tideline from the wall to the end of the longest dock had been burned to cinders. What few frames and beams had been left upright after the fire had crumbled in the first thunder storm to hit the city after the raid, leaving the entire area reeking of wet charcoal.
  


  
    Ned led Brendan down to the north-east corner of the stone wharf and then up a small street lined by charred houses. These were still relatively intact: as they were not directly before the city gates, the Keshian raiders had ignored them. Only the spreading fire had been a threat.
  


  
    “Pa kept our boat up here,” said Ned, pointing to a shed behind one of the buildings. “Ma’ll have a fit when she sees what those Keshians did to her house.”
  


  
    Trudging up the small gravel path that ran between the Pevy home and the next one, Ned glanced at the back yard. “Don’t know how the garden’s going to go with all this smoke and ash.” He shrugged as if it was of no importance.
  


  
    He stopped at the entrance to the shed and pulled aside the bar, opening a single wooden door. On two saw-horses rested an overturned rowing boat. Ned moved to the rear and Brendan followed. Brendan knew what to do without being told. He lowered the bucket he carried and turned around and picked up the small boat by the gunwale and when Ned said “up” he lifted with his right hand and put it on his shoulder, then put his left hand on it and when Ned again said “up” again he lifted, grabbed the other gunwale with his right and hoisted the boat overhead. The two oars rattled under the seats as the two young men lifted.
  


  
    “Ready?” he asked.
  


  
    “Ya,” came the answer.
  


  
    “Walk,” said Brendan leading the way.
  


  
    The boat was small enough, about twelve feet long. It was a fair hike to the water’s edge, past the burned-out piers, and Brendan was thankful they didn’t have a bigger boat to carry. A small rowing boat would get around the mess in the harbour, but even something as shallow draught as a longboat or captain’s gig would need to be hauled all the way down the sandy beach a half-mile farther along. The two young men moved to the water’s edge. Brendan swung around to present the boat sideways on to the water and they and lowered the boat into the bay.
  


  
    “Done this before, have ya?” said Ned with a grin.
  


  
    “Once or twice,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “I’ll run and fetch that bucket, if you don’t mind,” said Ned.
  


  
    Brendan nodded. “I want to take a quick look around to make sure we’re not totally mad doing this.”
  


  
    “Sir,” said Ned as he turned and scurried off back up the street to his house. Brendan found a piling that still rose above the street by two feet and stepped on it. He could see the frothing bubbles about three hundred yards from his current position. He couldn’t be sure but it looked as if the affected area was bigger and more agitated than before.
  


  
    Ned returned with the viewing bucket and they got into the small boat, Brendan in the bow and the salvager’s son rowing. “Right to the bubbles,” said Brendan.
  


  
    Soon they were squarely in the middle of the bubbling water and Brendan put the bucket into the water, pressing it down hard to stop it flipping over, and looked down.
  


  
    At first he couldn’t make out anything except the bubbles striking the crystal in the bottom of the bucket. “Stick your face in a bit,” said Ned. “It’ll help get your eyes adjusted.”
  


  
    Taking the experienced salvager’s advice, Brendan found that it was just big enough to accommodate his face and leaning in actually helped him keep the bucket in place. For a few moments the darkness below and the froth of bubbles confused his vision, but soon he began to see shapes and movement.
  


  
    As his eyes adjusted he began to make out creatures busily scurrying across the bottom of the sea floor, perhaps a hundred feet below the boat. They were frog-like, man-sized, with large shoulders and narrow lower bodies, long legs and arms. The light was too dim and the distance too great for more detail, but just the sight of them made Brendan’s hair stand up on his neck and arms.
  


  
    The creatures were churning up the sea bed. There was no tunnel of magic or bubble leaking air, but there was something buried under the mud of the ocean floor and they were clearing it away. Like ants swarming, they were constantly moving across an increasingly larger opening. The churning of the sea bed was releasing bubbles adhering to the surface of whatever was under the mud they were moving, and the rising bubbles further confused Brendan’s view.
  


  
    He caught glimpses of a shape beneath the tireless creatures and wondered what it was. He thought for a moment it might be an ancient statue of heroic proportion or a monument of some kind, for it was massive and only part of it had been uncovered.
  


  
    Brendan lifted his head from the bucket and scanned the distant shore to the west, but there was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen. Where had these creatures come from? Was this part of some Keshian plan to take the city? He looked back into the bucket. Far below, for a moment, he thought he could make out a contour then it was obscured by a swirling cloud of silt. It diminished as more of the creatures hauled away mud, gripping it in large ridged fins at the end of their arms, like elongated fingers with webbing between. Brendan calculated how long they had been aware of these bubbles in the city, and decided these creatures had been working for several hours, possibly from late afternoon or early evening the day before. He peered deeper into the gloom.
  


  
    The shape was a giant statue, he decided, for the contour of it appeared to be a face of some sort. Not human, but Brendan had been told about statues in Kesh with animal heads, ancient gods of the desert people.
  


  
    Then he saw something move, not among the workers, but as if the head of the statue had turned slightly. He tried moving the bucket but the bubbles obscured his vision.
  


  
    Then they cleared and he could now make out the ridge of an eye and a cheekbone, the bridge of a nose and part of the nose itself.
  


  
    Then the eye opened and a globe of fiery red stared at Brendan.
  


  
    Suddenly the creatures that were clearing away the bottom mud stopped their activity and looked up at the boat. Brendan jerked his head up and shouted, “Back to shore! Closest landing place!”
  


  
    The urgency of the command wasn’t lost on the Pevy boy, who immediately put his back into pulling on the oars and the rowing boat nearly leapt forward. Brendan stood up, and the young salvager turned soldier shouted, “Sit down… ah, sir! You’ll turn us over.”
  


  
    Brendan ignored the request and drew his sword. “Whatever happens, don’t go in the water!” He set his feet as best he could in the now wildly bobbing boat, attempting to keep his balance. The first creature reached the surface mere yards behind the boat and stuck its head out of the water.
  


  
    The frog-like face scanned around, seeing Brendan and Ned a few yards away. It fixed large, bulbous yellow eyes on them. Then, with a gurgling cry, it dived under the water and sped towards the stern of the boat.
  


  
    Brendan was stunned by how fast the brute could move underwater. He could make out more of their forms undulating just below the surface as they chased after the boat.
  


  
    The first frog-being reached the boat and two green scaled, webbed hands with long green talons reached up to grab the gunwales. Brendan slashed down and chopped off several fingers as the creature started to pull itself upward. The cry of pain was more a watery gurgle than anything else and the frog-beast released its grip and fell back below the surface.
  


  
    The next creature didn’t bother trying to crawl aboard: rather it leapt up out of the water, like a dolphin dancing on its tail, and fell towards Brendan.
  


  
    The youngest brother of the new Duke of Crydee was hardly a battle-tested warrior, but he had seen enough in the last few weeks to test a veteran, and he knew that no matter what he faced, his worst choice was to panic.
  


  
    Brendan measured his target and swung hard, knocking aside the creature as the blade dug deep into one of its shoulders. He almost lost his balance as the creature was flung to the right and he leaned left.
  


  
    “What!” exclaimed Ned, almost dropping his oars.
  


  
    “Row!” commanded Brendan as another creature leapt from the water. Brendan sliced sideways, removing the frog head from the creature’s shoulders, while trying to fend off the falling body with his left arm.
  


  
    The thing’s corpse was only half Brendan’s size, but it was enough of an impact to knock Brendan backwards. Reaching out with his left arm to break his fall, he slammed into the bottom of the boat, causing it to rock dangerously. Ned attempted to keep it upright and still row furiously.
  


  
    Another creature appeared over Brendan, who instinctively stuck up his sword, allowing the creature to impale himself on the point. It flopped frantically for a moment, making horrible gurgling, croaking sounds. The thing stank of decaying fish and ocean mud and Brendan could not get his free hand any purchase on the creature’s slippery skin as he tried to get it off him.
  


  
    A brief shadow told Brendan another of the things was leaping into the boat, and he felt the boat wobble and then heard the heavy thud of wood accompanied by a gurgling cry of pain followed by a splash. Brendan brought his knees up and then pushed with his free hand and knees and the now-dead creature atop of him rolled to his left.
  


  
    Now two more of the sea dwellers were attempting to grip the gunwales. They might not be able to come aboard in sufficient numbers to swarm the two humans, but Brendan had no doubt he and Ned would be dead men within minutes of hitting the water.
  


  
    Ned had been barking his knuckles with his oar, smashing the frog creatures hard enough that they released the boat. He pulled his oar out of the way as Brendan returned to dealing with their foes, slashing down and removing fingers. The creatures released their hold on the boat. Ned lowered the oar and put it back in the oarlock and again started rowing.
  


  
    Brendan saw more ripples in the water attempting to overtake them, and got ready for another assault. The creatures came to within striking distance, but as Brendan readied himself, the two frog-like beings just turned and headed off in the opposite direction.
  


  
    After waiting a moment, Brendan put up his sword. “I guess they were more interested in chasing us away than catching us.”
  


  
    “What were those things?” said Ned.
  


  
    Brendan looked back and saw that the stocky youth was pale and wide eyed, and still rowing as if they were being chased.
  


  
    “I don’t know.” As they approached the shore, Brendan pointed to the bow behind Ned and added, “We’re getting into the ground swell. Slow down a bit.”
  


  
    With a grin that bordered on the panic-stricken, Ned said, “Been doing this all my life, sir. Don’t even think about it. I’ll have us in safely.” The rapidity of his speech and his ashen face testified to just how frightened he was, yet he kept his head and rowed quickly to shore.
  


  
    Someone at the city gate had been watching closely for as they pulled the boat up on the beach, six riders reined in before Brendan, all Crydee veterans. Brendan motioned to a young soldier near his own age. “William, help young Ned here take the boat back to its shed.” William jumped down from the saddle and handed his reins to Brendan. To Ned, the youngest conDoin son said, “Well done.”
  


  
    “Thank you, sir,” said Ned his face splitting to a smile for a brief second, then his eyes turned to where they had been beset by the water creatures and his expression turned grim again.
  


  
    “I know,” Brendan said. Then he mounted and without another word signalled for his escort to follow him back to the city gate.
  


  
    Martin listened to Brendan’s report in the privacy of the mayor’s office, which he had commandeered as his command centre. The mayor, Captain Bolton, and the two senior sergeants, Ruther and Magwin, all listened, along with Harbourmaster Balwin and Ned Pevy. Martin knew just outside the door Bethany and Lily were fuming at being excluded, but he had decided the room was crowded enough. And, he honestly had no idea how they’d handle this revelation. He had come to that conclusion before he heard the report, based on just seeing how deeply his brother held his own fear in check, and now that he was hearing what Brendan had seen, he was glad he had made that choice.
  


  
    Martin turned to Balwin. “Have you ever heard of creatures like this before?”
  


  
    The old man barked a laugh. “You’re a sea coast man, young lord! Do you think such a thing could be seen of, spoken of by any man, drunk or sober, and not have the tale retold in every sailor’s hiring hall, chandlery, or ale house from here to the Sunset Islands?” The old sailor added, “I’ve heard of many things, from great serpents that can swallow a ship whole to a whale the size of a mountain, ships caught in a calm devoured by wood-eatin’ fish, an island out in the endless sea with a volcano that spews gold… I’ve heard all the tales an old sailor can hear, but unless those things your brother saw were buxom beauties from the waste up with fish tales, mermaids of lore, then no, nothing remotely like it. Certainly no frog-headed fish men, whatever they were.” He lowered his voice. “And nothing sleeping under the mud with no demon red eye.”
  


  
    Martin said, “Whatever it is, we need a magician and a powerful one.”
  


  
    “Magician?” said Brendan.
  


  
    “Those are no natural creatures uncovering that thing I’ll warrant, some Keshian spell-caster has somehow… I don’t know, wished the monster up. Or found it asleep and is waking it up…” He looked at the mayor and Captain Bolton. “You certain there are no magic-users in the city?”
  


  
    The mayor looked almost apologetic. “We have had a few mountebanks and tricksters come through, and witch-women with their charms and love potions. We encourage them to move along quickly.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “So you’re not hospitable?”
  


  
    The mayor said, “You must understand. We are as busy a trading port as any on the Bitter Sea. We are the gateway to Yabon, and anything heading up to there or LaMut comes though here, and likewise anything leaving the duchy comes through here. Such traffic means lots of sailors and lots of gold.”
  


  
    “Which means lots of predators,” said Martin.
  


  
    “Well, if it’s widely known that you have no love for magic-users, perhaps they just don’t announce their craft,” suggested Brendan.
  


  
    Martin nodded. “Head to that inn where travellers are being housed and start sniffing around for anyone who might help.” He turned to Bolton. “Get a small patrol and if you hear any rumours about witch-women or sorcerers in huts or caves in the surrounding countryside, go investigate. Check all the outlying villages if any are still occupied, and inquire there.” He glanced away, as if through the walls he might glimpse the still-roiling water in the harbour off in the distance. “I need to know what it is I’m fighting. If this is some beast the Keshians plan on turning against us…” His voice lowered and only his brother could detect his fear. “I need to know what’s out there.”
  


  



  • Chapter Eight •


  


  Assault


  
    

  


  
    The inn was packed.
  


  
    Brendan could barely get through the door as he entered and made his way through the press of bodies. As soon as he returned to Martin he was going to suggest they open another building, perhaps one of the nearby stores, and house some people there. This one was fit for a brawl at a moment’s notice give how crowded it was. Moreover, with nothing else to do, most of those in the commons were just drinking, and a room full of unhappy drunks was a recipe for disaster.
  


  
    How to begin? thought Brendan. He couldn’t just stand up on the table and ask if there was a magician in the room. He moved slowly through the press, trying not to jostle anyone holding a drink while he scanned faces. Almost everyone he spied was obvious in their calling: teamsters from the north, traders from the Free Cities. One fellow caught his eye until he realized he was the storyteller-minstrel who had tried to convince the mayor to let him sing for his supper at the mayor’s house until Martin had him escorted down here.
  


  
    Towards the back of the room were two tables, one occupied by four men and the other by an odd assortment of two elves, a short man who looked Keshian, and a striking-looking woman who was vaguely familiar to Brendan. He wondered what it was about the four men that struck him as odd. They were wearing travelling clothes of good cut and fabric, but not overly fine. None appeared to be armed, but even at his young age Brendan had learned that a wily man could secrete half a dozen blades on his person. Then two things struck him at the same moment: their hair was cut in identical fashion— rather than long over the ears as most poor workers often wore, or cropped short and rudely cut, these men had a well-barbered look that one saw on rich men and in court. The other thing that struck him was the fact that although they were sitting together, the four appeared to be studiously ignoring one another, pretending to be four strangers who found themselves at the same table. When he glanced downward, he saw they wore identical boots.
  


  
    Brendan veered away from them and approached the other table. By then the two elves and their companions had taken notice of his approach, the woman staring hard at him. As he reached the table, she said, “Martin?”
  


  
    He smiled. “My brother. We are often mistaken for one another.”
  


  
    She returned the smile. “You’re Brendan, then.”
  


  
    “Yes,” he said, his smile becoming a quizzical expression. “Do I know you, lady?”
  


  
    “You were very young when I last visited Crydee,” she said. “I spent most of my time with your father and your eldest brother. How are they?”
  


  
    Brendan’s smile faded and he said, “We lost father in the war, and Hal was last heard from in Roldem, where he was at university.”
  


  
    “I am Miranda,” she said, rising.
  


  
    “Wife of Pug?” asked Brendan. “Then you are exactly who we need. Please come with me.”
  


  
    She glanced at the others and Nakor said, “You scoot along. We’ll watch…” He shrugged and she knew he meant the four men.
  


  
    Brendan said, “I scarcely believe my fortune in finding you.”
  


  
    Heads were turning as those nearby couldn’t help but overhear the exchange. “Let’s talk outside, shall we?” suggested Miranda.
  


  
    Before they could reach the door, a sound split the air unlike anything heard in this city’s history. It was a bellow of rage so loud that the buildings shook and plaster dust and fell from the ceiling. It was as if an earthquake rocked the city.
  


  
    A few of the drunker guests of the inn fell down. Some ducked under tables, while others pushed towards the door.
  


  
    Brendan acted without hesitation, drawing his sword and slamming the basket hilt into the stomach of a man attempting to push past him towards the door. “Sit down!” he shouted, as he struck a second man across the jaw. For a brief second the surge halted. He might be young and slender, but Brendan was the one with the sword and the best most of these drunks had was a belt knife.
  


  
    As the men in the commons pressed toward the door, the four silent men in the rear of the inn stood and as one reached up to unfasten their hooded robes. The robes fell away. Beneath, each man was dressed alike, in a deep red tunic and black trousers ending in black ankle boots. Around each man’s neck hung an amulet and in its centre a red jewel glowed.
  


  
    “Oh, my,” said Nakor. He felt the hair on his arms, neck, and head prickle with gooseflesh, and he was sure he could smell a very familiar magic stench. To Arkan and Calis he said, “Please, kill those four men. Quickly!”
  


  
    Calis took a moment to consider, but Arkan acted without hesitation. Whatever else these annoying humans might be, he had been around beings of power enough times in his life to recognize that the little man and the tall woman were far more formidable and dangerous than they appeared to be. Moreover, he had been watching those four men on the other side of the room more closely than the others had and by now possessed a firm sense that they were not only dangerous, but that there was something wrong with them. It was like running across a sick animal in the wild. You might not at first be able to judge what the problem was, but in an instant you knew it wasn’t a healthy bear or deer. It didn’t matter if the animal was rabid, poisoned, wounded from an earlier struggle, you just knew you had to kill it as quickly as possible before it infected other animals.
  


  
    Arkan’s second arrow was back to his ear by the time the first one struck one of the four men in the neck, killing him instantly. He let it fly as Calis loosed his first and two more men died. The last man began an incantation, uninterrupted by the death of his companions. They must be spell-casters! Arkan’s third arrow finished his chant.
  


  
    Bedlam erupted as those nearby dived for cover and shouts of anger and fear filled the room. Brendan wisely stepped aside as the second surge of the crowd towards the door threatened to overwhelm him.
  


  
    Miranda grabbed the nearest man, a very drunk teamster by all appearances, and with little apparent effort picked him up by the front of his tunic and threw him into the crowd, causing a general collapse of bodies. “Outside!” she shouted at Brendan, who took no pause in turning, opening the door, and leaping through.
  


  
    The two city watchmen posted at the door were turning to investigate the noise as Brendan made his exit, almost knocking them down.
  


  
    “Sir?” asked one, a youngster barely big enough to hold the pike he’d been given.
  


  
    “Let them through,” said Brendan, stepping to one side, followed a moment later by Miranda. Then there was an explosion of bodies out of the door, as those who had been trapped inside for days came flooding outside to scatter in all directions.
  


  
    The other watchman, an elderly, toothless man, said, “What are we to do, young sir?”
  


  
    “Don’t get trampled,” said Brendan.
  


  
    The bellow that had begun the ruckus was repeated, clearly coming from the direction of the harbour. “And that, young sir?” asked the old watchman.
  


  
    “We’ll see to that,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Brendan said, “You know what it is?”
  


  
    She nodded. “Only too well.” Her tone left no doubt that Brendan wouldn’t care for the revelation.
  


  
    “What about these blokes, sir?” asked the young watchman as the last of the inhabitants of the inn who didn’t wish to remain exited the building.
  


  
    “Let them scatter as long as they don’t cause trouble. We’ll round them up later, if we survive what’s coming,” said Brendan. “They’ve nowhere else to go, so it’s either to the wall to fight, or back here to drink. Just make sure no one tries to go out the northern gate.” The young soldier saluted and ran off in that direction.
  


  
    Nakor and the two elves exited, and Nakor said, “Keshian Demon Masters.”
  


  
    Miranda nodded. “Dead?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the little man. “Our elf friends are very efficient.”
  


  
    “Well, one problem solved, and another begun,” said Miranda. “Come, to the wall!”
  


  
    Nakor said, “Yes, I can feel it,” as if answering an unasked question.
  


  
    “Feel what?” asked Arkan.
  


  
    “Don’t worry,” said Nakor. “You’ll get to kill a lot of humans shortly!”
  


  
    “Just make sure they’re on the other side of the wall,” said Calis, as the group broke into a trot.
  


  
    The wall and main gate hove into view as they rounded a corner. Brendan sprinted the last ten yards and took the steps two at a time. Reaching the wall, he could barely negotiate the press of bodies gathered there and as he moved past Bethany and Lily, who were now stationed with the archers nearest the steps to safety, pushing through a knot of soldiers, towards his brother, he began shouting, “Back to your posts! There could be more than one—”
  


  
    He stopped as he saw what everyone on the walls was staring at. A nearby soldier in a Crydee tabard said, “I pray there’s not more than one, m’lord.”
  


  
    Another soldier in the city militia said, “One is more than likely enough, m’lord.”
  


  
    What they saw was a monster, looming twenty feet above the water as it slowly walked towards the gate. The head looked like a cross between a lizard and monkey’s, but it was covered in scales and possessed fan-like ears that swept back from the side of its head. Down its back ran a ridged fin, like a sailfish. The body was roughly humanoid in shape, though the shoulders and chest were massive and each hand ended in talons as long as swords. The reek of the thing was nearly overpowering even from this distance, as if every dead thing on the sea floor had been scooped together and somehow fashioned into the creature. As it slowly rose up out of the bay, sheets of water poured off it, the sun glinting off its scales. Reaching the shallowest part of the bay, which was still deep enough for large boats to ferry cargo to the quay, the monster now walked in water barely reaching mid-thigh.
  


  
    “My gods,” said Martin. “What is it?”
  


  
    Far behind the thing, boats were coming into view. Brendan estimated at least fifty. He looked to the western road to Crydee and saw dust and banners in the distance. “Looks as if the Keshians have got tired of waiting.”
  


  
    Martin said, “They want that thing to knock down the gates, then they plan on hitting us head-on; not a lot of subtlety there.”
  


  
    “None needed,” said Brendan.
  


  
    Martin glanced past Brendan and saw the woman moving up to his brother’s shoulder. “Miranda?”
  


  
    “You remember me?” she said.
  


  
    “Yes, and your timing is excellent.” He pointed at the massive creature approaching the city. “Can you do anything?”
  


  
    “It’s a water demon!” shouted Nakor with a tone approaching delight.
  


  
    “Water demon?” asked Brendan. “I didn’t know they existed.”
  


  
    “All sorts of demons exist,” said Nakor in an almost jocular tone. “Water, air, earth, fire, animal, bird. Some are very smart, others very stupid. The demon realm is a very confusing place, even for demons.”
  


  
    “You sound as if you know a lot,” said Martin, glancing at Miranda.
  


  
    “Nakor,” she supplied.
  


  
    “Nakor,” continued Martin. “What are we to do with this one?”
  


  
    The creature was starting to rise up near the burned-out docks. It bellowed again and this time those on the walls crouched lower as the stones beneath their feet vibrated. The creature looked first one way, then another, as if seeking something or someone.
  


  
    “If we had a summoner, he could control it or banish it, but unfortunately we just killed whoever that was,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “What?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “There were four Keshians of some order or cult.”
  


  
    “I saw them.”
  


  
    “One of them was a summoner, certainly. The other three were his acolytes or guardians.”
  


  
    “Archers!” shouted Martin.
  


  
    Those with bows rose up, nocking arrows and taking a bead on the creature.
  


  
    “Save your arrows,” said Miranda. “They’ll only annoy it.”
  


  
    The creature took another step, raised a foot as if contemplating stepping up onto the quay, then slowly lowered it back to the water, hesitating. It bellowed, stopped and looked around, as if confused.
  


  
    “What’s it doing?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “It’s looking for whoever summoned it,” said Nakor. “Four men, even if only one is a summoner, means very powerful skill is needed to bring it here and control it. It was conjured out there—,” he pointed at the harbour, “—because it was the only water deep enough.”
  


  
    “Under the mud,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “Even the water wasn’t deep enough,” amended Nakor. “It doesn’t like being up in the air, likes land less, and hates fire.”
  


  
    “Should we use fire arrows?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “Only if you really want to annoy it,” said Miranda.
  


  
    The summoned demon waited, looking from one side of the harbour mouth to the other.
  


  
    “What happens next?” asked Martin of Miranda.
  


  
    “When it gets tired of waiting to be told what to do, it will decide if it’s more irritated by being here or hungry. If the first, it may decide to come here and rip up the city out of spite, or it may turn around and start swimming out to sea, looking for food.”
  


  
    “This one is pretty stupid,” said Nakor. “If we don’t annoy it may just look for food. It will probably eat half the fish in the Bitter Sea and any ship it happens across.” He pointed to the longboats that were hovering just beyond the creature. “If there’s another Demon Master out there in a boat, we’ll know soon.”
  


  
    “Can’t it be banished magically, back to wherever it came from?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “Only by a Demon Master,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Or if you kill it.” added Miranda.
  


  
    “Can you kill it?” asked Martin, “with magic?”
  


  
    Miranda looked at Nakor and they both knew the answer. The real Miranda could almost certainly have disposed of this creature, if not quickly and cleanly, eventually, but Child only knew what Miranda knew in the abstract. She knew the spells Miranda would have employed, but she could not use them. But as Child she had learned her own combat magic.
  


  
    “No,” said Miranda, jumping up into a crenel. “I’ll have to do it the hard way.”
  


  
    “What?!” Martin reached out as if to stop her, but she was over the wall.
  


  
    “Is she mad?” exclaimed Brendan.
  


  
    “Most of the time,” answered Nakor, looking down to where Miranda had landed without injury.
  


  
    “Amazing,” said Martin. “She should be dead.”
  


  
    “Almost certainly,” agreed Nakor.
  


  
    Miranda reached down, grabbing the back hem of her dress, pulling it up and hiking the hem of her dress up to the top of her thighs. She tucked the extra fabric into the leather belt she wore, in the fashion of fisherwomen along the coasts in any country.
  


  
    “Not fighting togs,” said Nakor, “but they’ll do.” Then with a grin he added, “I always thought she had wonderful legs.”
  


  
    Both brothers looked at the short gambler with expressions that indicated they both now regarded him as completely mad.
  


  
    Miranda stood upright and held her hands aloft, incanting a spell. Then she stepped forward. As she strode towards the demon she began to draw energies around her. The hair on the arms and necks of all on the wall stood up at the charged feel of it, as if lightning had been discharged nearby. Miranda held up her hands, palms outward, flexing her fingers, as her nails started lengthening, apparently growing into claws.
  


  
    “What is she…?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “It’s a good trick. Watch,” suggested Nakor.
  


  
    The water demon ceased scanning the horizon for its summoner, and fixed its eyes on Miranda, as she strode towards him. Here was something he definitely recognized. The shape was alien, but the scent and the power exuding from it were familiar. Another demon approached and not of the water kind.
  


  
    “He’s big, but his kind are stupid,” said Nakor from the wall. “He doesn’t know where he is or why he’s here, but he’s forgotten anything else now that he has someone to fight.”
  


  
    “He’s still five times bigger than she is!” said Brendan.
  


  
    “Watch,” said Nakor. “She’s smaller, but she’s a lot smarter, and she has lots of tricks.”
  


  
    As he said that, Miranda leapt upward and in an impossible arc sped through the air straight at the water demon’s throat. She landed and seemed to dig in with both hands and feet, ripping and tearing and even bringing her teeth to bear.
  


  
    The blow shocked the demon, who staggered backward a few steps, almost losing his balance. He bellowed as he began pummelling his smaller opponent.
  


  
    “Once she digs in, she’s like a bulldog,” said Nakor.
  


  
    At last the dim-witted monster got one hand completely around one of Miranda’s arms and yanked hard. He dislodged her claws and sent a fountain of blood spurting across the water and the quay beyond. Then he used his other hand to pull her away, and before she could grab his hand, he flung her into the stones of the street where she slid all the way to the gate, striking it hard enough to be felt by those above it.
  


  
    “Gods!” exclaimed Martin. “He’s killed her!”
  


  
    “I don’t think so,” said Nakor with a grin. “She is very tough, and has some tricks, remember?”
  


  
    The water creature hesitated, bringing his hand up to the wound Miranda had caused in his neck. He touched it, winced in pain, and brought away blood-covered fingers. He sniffed at them, looked at them, then bellowed again in rage.
  


  
    Astonishingly to those watching from above, Miranda stood up, took two steps, then started a run at the water demon. With a sudden jump, she flew through the air at the monster for the second time.
  


  
    Nakor said, “This may take a while.”
  


  
    Martin replied, “I don’t know if we have a while. Look.”
  


  
    The Keshians on the ridge of the western road were now moving forward in orderly fashion, while the longboats were moving in a long arc which would land them on the south-east shore, next to the road.
  


  
    “How are they doing that?” asked Martin, indicating the boats. Each was unmanned by rowers, somehow moving without apparent means.
  


  
    Brendan pointed to the rear of the lead boat and said, “Those frog-things I told you about!”
  


  
    Martin couldn’t make out specific features as they were splashing wildly, but took his brother’s word for it. All he could see was a splashing at the rear of every boat as if someone was in the water pushing it along.
  


  
    “Archers!” shouted Martin. “One man in three over to the south-east wall!” He motioned for George Bolton. “Take charge of the other wall. Do not fire until the Keshians get into range, then give them everything you’ve got!”
  


  
    Bolton saluted, turned and headed after the archers making their way to the far wall. He knew as well as Martin that if the Keshians got a foothold on the south-eastern road and could attack the eastern gate, Martin would be unable to defend both that and the main gate.
  


  
    Nakor rubbed his chin and his expression was thoughtful as watched Miranda tearing at the now-enraged water demon. She was far more powerful than her present state suggested, Nakor knew, and could take a lot of punishment before her demon-magic defences gave way. Yet there was always the chance something could go wrong, leaving her helpless before the behemoth. Moreover, in less than two minutes the first Keshians would be ashore and there was no telling what might happen after that. They obviously had more than one magic-user with them, probably more than the four who were killed in the inn. Someone had to remain on the distant shore, or in one of the boats in the rear, directing those water creatures in the pushing of the boats. Moreover, Nakor was now convinced the boats had departed just down the coast and had remained undetected due to a shrouding magic of some sort, a spell of blending or invisibility that allowed the boats to appear suddenly.
  


  
    Then his face split into a grin. “I have a wonderful idea!”
  


  
    “I would welcome that,” said Martin.
  


  
    Nakor turned to a boy holding a flaming brand next to a bucket of oil. “Give me that torch,” he said, grinning maniacally. If the defenders reached the gate, they were going to be met with flaming death from the wall above.
  


  
    The boy handed over the torch.
  


  
    Before Martin could frame any sort of question, Nakor leapt up into the crenel and dropped over the wall. Martin, Brendan and the others who could leaned out to see the small man land on his feet with east.
  


  
    “How do they do that?” asked Martin of his brother.
  


  
    “I have no idea,” replied Brendan.
  


  
    Nakor ran to where Miranda and the water demon battled. Shouting at the water demon, Nakor managed to get close enough to burn his legs with the torch.
  


  
    The monster howled in rage and pain. Throwing Miranda hard against the city wall for a second time, he turned his full attention on the pesky little man with the torch. Nakor leapt aside deftly as the water demon raised a massive foot out of the harbour, water cascading off it in streams. To Miranda Nakor shouted, “Stay where you are! I have an idea! Find the last magic-user!”
  


  
    The water demon lifted the other leg out of the water. Now he was fully on the land.
  


  
    Miranda slowly stood up, holding up her hand to indicate she understood.
  


  
    Nakor darted in and thrust the burning brand hard against the creature’s leg. It howled, lifting a massive foot to crush him, but he leapt nimbly to one side, darted in, burned the creature a second time, then turned and ran.
  


  
    Nakor wove a course up the hill, diving to his left, then his right, occasionally stopping long enough to dart back and smack the water demon with his torch. The demon was surprisingly quick for its size, but Nakor was always just out of reach.
  


  
    Suddenly the air was filled with arrows as the Keshian commander on the hill realized what Nakor was attempting. Whoever was supposed to be controlling this monster obviously was not doing so, and it posed a threat to his own forces.
  


  
    Nakor seemed able to dance between falling feathered shafts, and when one did strike, it bounced off, as if striking an invisible shield. His shrieks of delight seemed only to further infuriate the water demon who redoubled his efforts to get his claws on the maddening little man.
  


  
    With a whoop of naked glee, Nakor turned and ran straight towards the waiting Keshian army.
  


  
    “He’s insane!” said Martin.
  


  
    Calis, who had known Nakor for years said, “That’s hardly a unique opinion, yet I’ve seen him do madder things.”
  


  
    Brendan looked at the elf prince and said, “Madder than this?”
  


  
    “He once annoyed an invading group of magicians so much they nearly burned down half a city trying to blast him with fire bolts.” He shook his head and said, “There is so much more to that little man than any of us will ever know.”
  


  
    Brendan glanced down and saw Miranda had returned to her feet. At the same time, she looked up and pointed towards the far south-east corner of the harbour-side, the point where Brendan and Ned Pevy had launched their boat. Brendan waved back to show he understood. He turned to his brother. “The Keshians are turning to come ashore, over there.” He pointed to the narrow stretch of burned-out quay before the rocks that separated the quay from the distant beach. “It’s a bottleneck!”
  


  
    Martin took only a moment, then said, “We don’t wait at the wall! I want you to take every man who can ride, especially bowmen, and set up a welcome for our Keshian guests. If a boot touches the stones, I want the man dead before he takes a second step!”
  


  
    Brendan was off as fast as he could, calling for horsemen to join him. A good thirty men left the wall with him, and Martin did a quick reassessment of his position. So far he’d lost no one and the Keshian battle plan was completely confounded. Now it was clear that the monster was supposed to have battered the door down at the south-west corner of the city, opening the way for the Keshians to charge downhill from the west, while another force would assault the eastern gate after they had gained the shore by boat.
  


  
    Martin saw Bethany and Lily standing nearby and pushed aside a sudden urge to order them off the wall. He knew it would be a waste of time and energy arguing with the headstrong daughter of the Earl of Carse, and while he might succeed with Lily, as long as Bethany refused to yield ground, he assumed Lily would hold as well. He said, “You two, make yourself useful and go over there.” He pointed to the south-eastern corner of the main wall. “If Brendan and his troops are forced to withdraw, provide cover fire for them.”
  


  
    Bethany studied his face for a moment as if weighing whether he was placing her out of harm’s way or giving her an important task. She nodded once then led Lily to the far corner of the wall.
  


  
    Martin turned his attention back to the struggle outside.
  


  
    Miranda shook off the last vestiges of shock. She could use much of her magic skill to create some mystic armour, but that still didn’t prevent such a massive impact from affecting her. She glanced to her right and saw Nakor’s mad dash into the Keshian line and for a brief moment, both aspects of her being, Child and Miranda, marvelled at the seemingly incomprehensible behaviour of that little gambler. Yet the part of her that was Miranda knew that if there was ever a being for whom the phrase “Method to his madness” was justified, it was Nakor.
  


  
    She looked to where the Keshian boats were making ready to come ashore. Then she turned her attention farther to her left and almost out of sight from her vantage point, she glimpsed a company of riders approaching. She took a few steps away from the wall and saw young Brendan forming up his horse archers, ready to greet the Keshian marines as they came ashore.
  


  
    A strange but familiar tugging at the corner of her mind made itself felt and for an instant she experienced an odd confusion, unsure if it was Child or Miranda who recognized this call. At last the part of her that was Child realized what it was.
  


  
    The lesser water demons, the little frog-headed creatures that had been summoned to dig out their massive brother, were now pushing the boats towards shore, and calling out, asking for guidance.
  


  
    Miranda considered the simplicity of it all. At first she had wondered why those Keshian demon summoners had taken up residence in the tavern. Not the how of it, because what passed for security in the city was a joke; the boys from Crydee might be earnest and brave, but they were hardly experienced, and there was no one in the city to look after details. So the four Keshian spell-casters had simply come in with the refugees from the west, no doubt. No, how they got in wasn’t the question, but rather why.
  


  
    Now she understood. It was so very simple. The demon summoner or summoners would have placed themselves at risk trying to observe and control the huge water demon, let alone this herd of small ones. It was much easier to sit in the tavern, waiting until some mystic signal indicated the demons were ready, then only one simple command was needed: come to me! With an additional instruction to destroy anything that got between the demon and the summoners. Had the summoners lived, the massive demon would have certainly had the gate down by now and in the confusion that would have ensued the Keshian Demon Master would have found a place inside the city to orchestrate the landing. With the summoners’ deaths, the demons had stopped with the last command given. The massive water demon had tried to answer its last summoning, but the battle with Miranda and Nakor’s had distracted it from that command and now its rage had brought it full into the Keshian army to the north.
  


  
    With an evil grin matching Nakor’s most malicious expression, Miranda decided what to do. As Child she had commanded demons much more powerful than these frog-creatures. While they might be dangerous as a group, alone each was pitifully weak, both physically and mentally. She merely sent out her own command and suddenly chaos erupted near the shore.
  


  
    Rather than pushing the boats in to the shore, now the small demons were swarming them, leaping out of the water to attack the unprepared Keshian soldiers. Many were knocked out of their boats to be pulled down below the surface by the weight of their armour.
  


  
    Brendan saw his opportunity and shouted, “Wait! Pick out your targets, then kill any Keshian who sets foot on Kingdom soil. Do not waste arrows on those in the boats!”
  


  
    A few Keshians in the nearest boats managed to leap into the shallows, only to be met by a fusillade of arrows. Several were missed entirely but were pulled down from behind by the little water demons. Immediately sensing he was wasting arrows, Brendan shouted, “Cease!”
  


  
    A few of the less experienced youngsters fired again until Brendan’s commands registered. Then the defenders stood silently and watched as horror unfolded.
  


  
    Some of the Keshians in the boats were being torn apart by claws and fangs, some of the demons pausing to eat human flesh. Around every boat was a slick of blood and the water that lapped against the quayside was a frothy pink. Bubbles were still rising where men were gasping in vain for their last breath while bodies floated everywhere.
  


  
    Brendan looked over to where Miranda stood and saw her indicate with one curt motion of her head that he should return within the city walls and safety. Feeling no inclination to argue with her, he shouted, “Back inside!”
  


  
    Without one defender sustaining an injury, half the assault on the Kingdom city of Ylith had been utterly obliterated.
  


  
    Miranda turned to see how Nakor was doing with the other half. Something in the distance was causing her sense of danger to increase and she reached out mentally and sought out the source. Suddenly recognition hit her like a blast of icy water and she was off and running after Nakor and the demon, praying she might reach them in time to save the little man’s life. Again.
  


  
    Nakor howled with glee as he rolled across the ground, ducking under the demon’s clawed hands by inches. The Keshian cavalry was providing additional amusement for him as their horses were bucking, running in circles and generally ignoring their riders as they attempted to get as far away from the demon as they could. It didn’t help the situation that the frustrated demon had managed to crush two animals who had shrieked in panic; that, along with the smell of horse blood, had pushed most of the mounts far beyond their otherwise solid battle training.
  


  
    The Keshian field commander was trying to restore order, but at least a hundred of his footmen had followed the horses’ example and were turning west and fleeing back over the rise towards Crydee. His officers were riding around as best they could trying to maintain order, despite their own mounts’ increasingly balky behaviour.
  


  
    Nakor was starting to think this time he might have overextended himself, for while he was still finding the current situation hilarious, he could feel a strange and dangerous sensation beginning to manifest itself close at hand. Sparing what little attention he could from the general mayhem on all sides, he saw what looked to be a clutch of officers standing atop a nearby hill, before a proud array of Keshian battle standards and signal flags. In their midst was what obviously appeared to be a magician.
  


  
    Nakor desperately hoped he was not another demon summoner, for if he was he might quickly see through Nakor’s guise and discover the essence of Belog beneath the human exterior; should that occur, Nakor would be in for a terrible battle. He had no doubt that with what he had learned from Nakor’s memories and the power he had gained travelling with Child he could resist all the but most powerful Demon Masters, but while he might best the man face to face, the attention such a confrontation would require would certainly leave him vulnerable to attack from other quarters.
  


  
    And with a massive water demon and half the Keshian army attempting to kill him, that would prove a problem that even Nakor’s legendary luck and cunning couldn’t overcome.
  


  
    Still, always trying to find a way out of seemingly impossible situations, he decided to see how well Keshian officers did in confronting a massive water demon. He dodged as he felt more than saw a blow coming from his left, and rolled on the grass, holding what was left of the burning torch high. He knew he’d stand a better chance of surviving if he threw it away but the fire seemed to be the only thing that kept the demon from chasing after him rather than stopping to randomly kill and eat horses and riders.
  


  
    Nakor saw the officers draw their weapons when he started running toward them, and the magician began an incantation. Nakor wasn’t particular eager to find out what sort of magic the man was attempting; a protective shell or something along those lines would only be annoying to the demon, but might put Nakor at a disadvantage, while any sort of seriously destructive spell could end his existence in seconds. Nakor had a limited supply of magical tricks at his disposal— right now all his demonic energies were directed to speed, extended senses to anticipate any blows headed his way, and a slight armour magic that made his skin and clothing as tough as plate armour— but he knew that a well-placed blast of magic energy could light him up like a holiday bonfire.
  


  
    Moreover, it appeared that the magician had taken note of Nakor’s antics and had judged correctly that as long as he was around, the water demon would follow him, and if he ended Nakor’s existence first, then the demon might prove more tractable.
  


  
    A sizzling bolt of energy, blindingly bright, shot over Nakor’s head as he tried to burrow into the dirt, singing his hair and leaving the stench of lightning in the air. A monstrous howl of pain and rage cut through the air and shook the ground where he lay.
  


  
    As much as Nakor would have loved to have rolled over and observed what had just happened, his instincts forced him to leap to his right, then suddenly to his left, tuck and roll across the ground, then turn and leap back in the opposite direction.
  


  
    He caught a quick glimpse of the water demon charging up the hill, one leg half-dragged behind him as he lunged towards the knot of warriors and the lone magician on top of the hill. Nakor had judged rightly: the energy blast meant to end his existence had struck the demon instead. If he wasn’t trying too hard to stay alive, he would have found the situation hilarious. But not for long, as a Keshian soldier charged at him, chopping his blade through the air.
  


  
    Without thought, Nakor dropped the torch and reached up to seize the man’s sword arm. The soldier cried out in pain as Nakor squeezed his wrist, shattering it. With a single push he sent the man flying five feet back, despite his heavy armoured breastplate and helm.
  


  
    Nakor paused for a second to catch his breath and shook his head ruefully. He had been thinking so much like Nakor, he had almost forgotten he wasn’t the little bandy-legged gambler, but was really a demon with all the strength and toughness a demon possessed. And as it was obvious that the magician not too far away was not a demon-summoner, Nakor decided it was time for more direct action.
  


  
    Another solider ran towards him as the water demon began to wreak havoc on the officers and those soldiers desperately trying to defend them. Nakor waited until the Keshian swordsman swung and with cat-like reflexes grabbed his arm and broke it as a child would a twig. The man fell to the ground shrieking as Nakor turned away. He had spent his entire existence as the demon Belog using all his energy for intellect. And yet as he had travelled with Child through the demon realm he had gained prodigious physical strength, even if he wasn’t used to employing it. He decided now was the time to use that raw strength.
  


  
    A third warrior started moving towards him when suddenly another figure raced in from Nakor’s right, blowing over the swordsman completely. Miranda turned and said, “Are you all right?”
  


  
    Nakor laughed. “I’m strong!”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Miranda. “But you’re also foolish. You had no idea what type of magic you were about to face.”
  


  
    “Let’s go find out.”
  


  
    “I want him alive if we can manage it.”
  


  
    Nakor jumped in a majestic arc over the cluster of warriors attempting to stop the water demon.
  


  
    That massive creature was starting to show the effects of being away from the nurturing water and dealing with huge expenditures of energy and multiple wounds. Miranda wasn’t concerned with that, for she knew that the creature would die, returning to the demon realm from where it had come before it could threaten the city again.
  


  
    She had found what she had sought, the magician who had tried to blast Nakor. He was holding his robes up so as not to trip on them, running down the hill away from the fight. He would have been comic save for two things: first, he had just tried to help kill a great number of people and while Child found nothing remotely distasteful in that, Miranda did. With each passing day, she was becoming more Miranda and less Child. Secondly, Miranda recognized the magician and that discovery filled her with both disappointment and anger.
  


  
    She could run like a gazelle, and she had discovered she could leap nearly a hundred yards, so in one jump and a sprint, she was behind the man. She reached out and grabbed him by the back of his robe then stopped, letting him almost break his own neck when he came to an unexpected and sudden stop.
  


  
    Turning, he drew back his right hand and Miranda could feel the magic form. Knowing instantly what he was doing, she slapped him hard across the face before he could finish his conjuration, breaking his concentration and causing his eyes to brim with tears.
  


  
    “Hello, Akesh,” she said in tones venomous. “It’s been a while.”
  


  
    The Keshian-born magician was stunned and shocked. “Miranda!” he blurted. “But—”
  


  
    “I know,” she interrupted. “Dead. Apparently, not as dead as people thought.”
  


  
    “But—”
  


  
    “Silence,” she said, “or I will happily knock you unconscious. We have much to discuss.”
  


  
    She didn’t release her grip on his robe, but turned to see the water demon faltering as it was now surrounded by archers. In its weakened state its already meagre intelligence was pushed to the limit, and it stood uncertain of which way to attack.
  


  
    Nakor had found a clear path down the hill and he trotted to where Miranda stood holding the magician. When he got near he grinned and said delightedly, “Akesh! So you were the one trying to kill me!”
  


  
    “I could scarcely believe my eyes when I saw you out there,” said the Keshian magician. “I thought it had to be another madman. Besides—”
  


  
    “I know,” interrupted Nakor. “You thought we were both dead.”
  


  
    “Let’s go somewhere we can talk,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Nakor turned to take in the scene. “The demon is almost done, and if I were the Keshian commander, I’d be withdrawing.” He pointed to the north. “We can go that way until we find the entrance to the keep on that high bluff over there.” He waved in the general direction of the old castle overlooking the city. “And then we can go up, and back down to the city.”
  


  
    “That’s a long walk,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Or we can go sit over there in that copse of trees and wait for the Keshians to leave, then walk back down to the city, that way,” said the grinning little man, pointing over his shoulder to the city.
  


  
    “Better idea,” said Miranda. Looking at the magician she had captured she said, “I can rip your head from your shoulders before you can conjure, and that is no idle boast. So, behave yourself and you may survive to apologize to Pug for taking sides in this war and betraying the Conclave. He may let you live.”
  


  
    The magician said nothing, but his expression reassured Miranda and Nakor he was unlikely to try to escape or otherwise cause grief, and the three started walking over to a stand of trees where they could rest until the Keshian army had withdrawn. Even by the time they reached the trees, the sounds of battle and the roars of the water demon were diminishing.
  


  
    Miranda said to Nakor, “Keep an eye on things until we have a clear path back to the city. And please resist the temptation to do something amusing.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded, attempting to look serious but failing. “I’ll try.”
  


  
    To the magician named Akesh, she said, “Sit and rest. We will likely be here for a while, and while we’re here, you can begin by telling me how you came to be serving as a Keshian lap-dog when you took an oath at the Academy to stay apart from conflicts between nations as well as your oath to the Conclave.”
  


  
    The magician looked at Miranda sullenly. He might not know what she was capable of in this form, but he knew her from her human incarnation; and after Pug and their son, Magnus, she might very well be the most powerful magician in the world. And Nakor, despite his reputation as something of a joker and card cheat, was also counted a very dangerous opponent.
  


  
    Akesh took a deep breath, then began to speak.
  


  



  • Chapter Nine •


  


  Evasion


  
    

  


  
    Jim leapt over the wall.
  


  
    Crouching down he waited until he heard the patrolling sentry reach the far end of the wall and begin his trudge back to where the Baron of the Prince’s Court, Envoy Extraordinaire of the Crown, and any other number of titles bestowed on him by the King at his grandfather’s behest, waited like the common thief he was in his other life. He held a dagger close to his chest and prayed he didn’t have to use it. Right now he had more than enough troubles without adding gratuitous bloodshed to his list of malefactions.
  


  
    Jim tried to make himself as small as possible as he hunkered down behind a bush. He had picked this spot to escape the confines of the palace for three reasons: first, it was one of the two exits that wasn’t being watched by agents of Sir William Alcorn; second, the other escape route was through the harbour and involved a fair bit of swimming and he wasn’t in the mood to get wet; last of all, this was the most direct route into the city. All he had to do was time things so that he could be over the wall as the guard was one step away from turning at the end of his patrol, then dash for the darkness of sheltering doorways.
  


  
    The problem was when the guard was walking right towards him: Jim’s only cover was two shrubs and a dull grey cloak which he had gathered around him like a tiny tent. If the guard didn’t glance down as he passed the shrubbery, and James didn’t draw attention to himself, he thought he had a fair chance of making it into the city undetected.
  


  
    If not, a loyal member of the King’s palace guard would be dead for no good reason and Jim’s escape from the palace would be noticed earlier than planned. He really didn’t care much about the latter issue, as he was bound to be missed before noon in any event. He just hated the idea of murdering a career soldier merely because he happened to be given this duty this night by his company sergeant.
  


  
    The guard passed, and Jim let out his breath slowly in relief, for no needless blood would be shed tonight. He waited, listening as the footfalls moved away, then quietly he stood up, glanced at the retreating back of the sentry, and was away.
  


  
    A silent sprint took him to a deep doorway in a storefront across the street, and he watched as the bored guardsman turned and started back on his rounds.
  


  
    When the guard was at the far end of his patrol, Jim darted off in the opposite direction and a moment later, he turned the corner and was off into the darkened streets of Rillanon.
  


  
    There was the sound of a dull thud of a cleaver slamming into a butcher’s block as a stocky man in a bloodstained apron cut through a haunch of pork. He was heavily muscled under the fat and sported a large gut that belied a turn of speed when it was needed. He had a pair of crystal spectacles pushed up on top of his head, for his eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, and he needed keen vision for his accounting. He had paid dearly for them, but they served him well in balancing his ledger.
  


  
    He nursed a pipe of tabac, the pungent aroma competing with the stench of old blood and ageing meat, and he hummed a nameless tune as he worked. When he had cut a nice dozen chops from the carcass, he picked up the remains and hung it on an iron hook in the corner. “Why don’t you come out now? I’m done with the morning’s work.”
  


  
    Jim stepped out of the shadows and the two men confronted one another. “Bill,” Jim said in neutral tones, as meagre a greeting as he could manage.
  


  
    “Saw you slip in and was quite able to split your skull with my cleaver, but when you didn’t move out of the corner, I thought I’d wait a bit to see what you were up to.” William Cutter, known as Bill the Butcher smiled with a mix of amusement and menace. “Lord James, or is it Jim Dasher of Krondor today?” He paused. “Quick Jim? Jimmyhand? Jim the Fixer? Or perhaps another monicker with which I’m unfamiliar?”
  


  
    “Neither or both, depending on what I leave knowing.”
  


  
    “If you leave,” said Bill. “Come, I’m being inhospitable.” He turned his back and walked through a curtained door towards the front of his shop. The sun was rising and the day’s business would begin soon.
  


  
    The store front was modest, and the butcher’s counter was low and broad, each section with a small hole to facilitate the draining of blood. The stone floor also had a channel for drainage when it was washed each night, the run-off emptying out into the rear alley, above a sewer culvert. In the corner sat a small table and chair, incongruously bearing some delicate china cups and saucers. “I take a minute before the business of the day starts to enjoy a quiet cup. Join me?” Bill waved a meaty hand in the direction of the table and Jim nodded. A brass pot sat over a small brazier, the water just shy of a rolling boil. With deft fingers, Bill the Butcher prepared tea.
  


  
    They sat down and Bill poured two cups. “I take my tea black, so I’m sorry I have no lemon or milk. I’ve some sugar in the back.”
  


  
    “Black is fine,” said Jim.
  


  
    “Now, whoever you are at this moment, what brings you to my humble shop and why should I let you leave alive?”
  


  
    Jim weighed his words. The man opposite him was the head of the biggest underground crime gang in Rillanon. Less organized than the Mockers of Krondor, the Sewer Rats were the largest gang in the city, the centre of a loose association of many gangs: the Dock Stalkers, the North Street Rangers, the Jiggle Purse Bunch, the Greenhill Boys, the Starving Dogs, and a dozen others. To keep mayhem between gangs under control, the Council had been formed and today it was controlled by one man, William “Bill the Butcher” Cutter. More men were subject to him for their lives than any single noble in the east.
  


  
    “I need your help,” Jim said at last.
  


  
    A harsh barking laugh was followed by silence, then a sip of tea. Putting down his cup, Bill said, “You have rocks on you, I’ll give you that. Stones the size of boulders, Jim. I’ve planted brothers and paid widows because of you more than any man in Rillanon, and you’re hardly here for more than one day in twenty. So why should I let you leave here alive, let alone help you?”
  


  
    “Imagine the Kingdom ruled by Sir William Alcorn.”
  


  
    Bill slung his arm across the back of his chair as he leaned into the wall. His eyes turned away from Jim and he looked out the window as he thought. Finally he said, “That’s a compelling argument. A strange coincidence of events, Jim, has conspired to keep you alive. For the time being, at least. Tell me more.”
  


  
    “Coincidence?”
  


  
    “After you tell me what brought you here.”
  


  
    Jim outlined the general deterioration of his network and the betrayal of key agents, without providing information that might prove useful to Bill in his role as ruler of the Council. When he was finished, Bill said nothing for a minute. Then he asked, “Both Mockers and royal agents?”
  


  
    Jim sat back and considered. Then he said, “The only Mockers who were turned were also royal agents.”
  


  
    Again Bill was silent for a while. “So, your trouble is all within the straight world, not on your dodgy path.”
  


  
    “Apparently.”
  


  
    “So you have few, if any, here in Rillanon you can trust?”
  


  
    “Also apparently.”
  


  
    Bill Cutter shifted his weight, leaned forward, and whispered in mock confidentiality, “So you’re forced to come begging for favours from ol’ Bill the Butcher?”
  


  
    “Something like that, though not really favours, but rather coming to an understanding.”
  


  
    “Ah,” responded Bill slowly. “Understanding.” He almost massaged the word as he spoke it. “I do enjoy a good one. What do you have in mind?”
  


  
    Jim considered how best to make his point. “Your buried brothers and grieving widows, we can cut down on that a great deal.”
  


  
    “You’ll call off the Crushers?”
  


  
    “To a point. You limit your happy gang of cutthroats to stealing, larceny, and selling stolen property, and cut back on the violence and bodies floating in the bay, we may be able to look the other way from time to time and not be so swift to pursue.”
  


  
    “Tempting,” said Bill with a nod. “And in exchange for reaching this understanding?”
  


  
    “As you’ve observed, there are people within my straight organization who have betrayed me. You are the eyes and ears of the criminal underground in Rillanon. You have contacts in Kesh and Roldem I lack. My contacts in Kesh are compromised, and my—,” he thought about Franciezka and felt an unexpected pang, wondering for a brief second how she fared, “—associates in Roldem are also at risk. From what small intelligence I have gained, the crime associations in both Kesh and Rillanon have so far been ignored by whoever is raising hob with each nation.”
  


  
    Bill sighed and leaned back against his chair once more. “Ah, then, there’s the heart of it. I want more.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I want the Mockers.”
  


  
    Jim was speechless for a moment, his mind racing. The original Upright Man had been an evil bastard named Don the Chandler, a dockside merchant in Krondor who had used brutality and guile to create the illusion of the powerful, mythic and shadowy personage who controlled all crime in Krondor. He also was Jim’s three times great-grandfather: the legendary Jimmy the Hand had been one of his bastard sons. So in a way, the Mockers had been in Jim’s family for five generations in one form or another. “Who will you send to run it?” asked Jim at last.
  


  
    Bill gave out with a barking laugh. “And I should share that with you because…?”
  


  
    “Because it’s a condition of the negotiation.”
  


  
    “I have a son, one among many, but one who is especially gifted and bright and he’s a little too anxious for me to visit Lims-Kragma’s Hall so he can take over the Council. If I send him to Krondor…” He shrugged.
  


  
    “You double your criminal empire and remove your most dangerous threat in a single moment.”
  


  
    “It’s a difficult situation,” said Bill. “One of the reasons he’s such a threat is I’m fond of the lad and he knows it. Moreover, he also knows his mother would be beside herself if I cut his throat—,” he shook his head ruefully, “—and she can be a force to be reckoned with.”
  


  
    Jim laughed, then said, “Done.”
  


  
    Bill looked surprised. After a moment, he said, “Done?”
  


  
    “If we survive this coming war, I am retired, Bill. I’m done with murder and intrigue and betrayal. I would need to install another as Upright Man, so why not your boy?” He almost laughed. “Though I will put conditions on him; how the Mockers survive in on a high level of trust within those who call Mother’s home. I will not have that betrayed.”
  


  
    “Well, and done!” said Bill slapping his hand on the table. He extended it, and Jim shook it in one sharp gesture. “Now,” said the butcher, “on the subject of betrayal…”
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “I have heard things from both Kesh and Roldem. The Ragged Brotherhood in Kesh is keeping watch on all that occurs within the Upper City and are closely following the ins and outs of Trueblood politics. Likewise, the Shadows in Roldem are painfully aware of the changes there, as the embargo from Kesh has dried up a great deal of their business, though we do manage to keep a certain level of commerce active: Kesh’s fleet is not incorruptible and smugglers are not a priority for them.”
  


  
    “So what do you know?”
  


  
    “Know? Not much, but I suspect a great deal. To the point, this war makes no sense on any level I can imagine. I am no historian or scholar, nor am I a true master of commerce. But in our line of work you do learn a thing or two along the way. War is about two things,” said Bill, extending two fingers and tapping the first. “It’s about miserable failure in diplomacy, admitting you couldn’t get what you wanted by arguing or persuasion, pleading or threatening.” He tapped the second finger. “And it’s about profit. New land, booty, creating vassal states or any number of things that look like a profit to the winner. Even if conquest is not the reason, beating up your neighbour, winning, demanding ridiculous reparation, then going home, is profitable.”
  


  
    “But there’s a third reason?”
  


  
    Bill grinned. “You’re anticipating me. Yes, the one reason no one cares to consider is madness. Some insane ruler or mad prophet or high priest hears a voice in his head and off march the armies.”
  


  
    “So, which is this?”
  


  
    “There’s the thing,” said Bill, almost too delighted to speak.
  


  
    Just then the door opened and a small man carrying a sack began to step over the threshold.
  


  
    “Get the hell out!” bellowed Bill Cutter in a voice to tear the bricks off the wall. “We’re not open yet!”
  


  
    The man leapt back, slamming the shop door so that the windows rattled.
  


  
    Turning back to Jim, Bill said, “Best hurry. I’m late to open. Now, where was I? Oh, yes, the thing is, this war meets none of the three reasons we enumerated. There was no failed diplomacy. Correct?”
  


  
    “Kesh made no claims in the west beyond their usual rants about the Vale of Dreams,” agreed Jim.
  


  
    “And from what we can see, they appear to be hurtling towards bankrupting the imperial treasury to claim lands in the west that will not provide enough revenue to recoup in the next decade. More, the excuse they need to relocate recalcitrant vassal tribes from the Confederacy to take pressure off the Empire is patently false.” He held up an index figure for emphasis. “For centuries Kesh has kept the Confederacy bottled up below the Girdle and watched with cold amusement as the nations of the Confederacy slaughtered one another for whatever reasons they dreamed up, enduring the occasional rebellion as a consequence, but that is merely the cost of doing business.
  


  
    “At times I am convinced that had the Empire had the resources, they would have built a big bleeding gate between the Belt and the Clasp, and thrown away the key. Now suddenly they start a war with their most powerful opponent in the world, to seize almost worthless lands in Crydee and Yabon just so they can move some rebellious tribesmen halfway around the world… for what? To make the Truebloods in the Upper City of Kesh feel good about their humanitarian impulses and their love of less fortunate subjects? Hardly.”
  


  
    Jim nodded, uncertain where all this was going.
  


  
    “So, let us for a moment consider the two northern kingdoms. Roldem buttons up their little island and tucks in their fleet. First they try to play honest broker, but quickly they’re scolding both sides, threatening to go one way then another, ally with the Kingdom should Kesh initiate hostilities, yet give no assurances to the Kingdom they will aide them, even though Kesh could overmatch either fleet, but not both. Should Roldem declare for the Kingdom and sail, the Keshians in the Sea of Kingdoms would be quickly driven back to their ports and then the Kingdom has leverage to convince Kesh to withdraw from the west. So, why doesn’t Roldem declare?” Leaning forward, Bill said, “Because—”
  


  
    The door opened and before Jim could see anyone through it, Bill bellowed, “We’re closed!” and it snapped quickly shut.
  


  
    “Where was I? Ah, yes. Because Roldem seems intent on using the war as a massive distraction for the benefit of its citizenry while a gentleman named Lord John Worthington attempts a rather neat little coup d’état. From what I hear, princes and princesses are in hiding, there’s secret police everywhere, and the King and Queen are comfortably at rest in a wing of their palace where all their servants wear weapons and ignore royal commands. Word is Lord John means to marry off his eldest to the Princess Stephané, which would give him a very real presence in the royal household. Which brings us to the Kingdom.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “The war is being conducted not to lose, as opposed to trying to win.”
  


  
    “And even there it’s being waged badly. So badly we have reports of Ceresian corsairs sailing from whatever misbegotten pest hole they call home to raid along the coastal waters from Ran to Watcher’s Point. Word is they sacked Prandur’s Gate with impunity while the Lords of the Border sat and did nothing. They sail right past Kesh’s pickets and are ignored.”
  


  
    Jim sat back. “That I did not know. That could bring the Eastern Kingdoms into the fray. If they think Kesh is allowing the Ceresians to raid their ports…”
  


  
    “Well, you just got back to town and from what my people tell me you had a long ride halfway to Rodez for no good reason.”
  


  
    “What do you know of Rodez?”
  


  
    “The command there is intact as of two weeks ago. They sortie against any ships that come too close, pirate or Keshian, and prevent further encroachment into Kingdom waters. But there’s a line in the water, apparently, from Ran to the northernmost peak of the Quor, through the Straits of Ilthros, beyond which no Kingdom authority exists. Makes it ripe for the Eastern Kingdoms to settle old grudges, so expect that soon.”
  


  
    Jim said, “What’s your conclusion?”
  


  
    “That no one is fighting to win. They’re just fighting.”
  


  
    “To what end?”
  


  
    “That, my new ally, is the heart of the matter. Who wins a war that no one wants to win?”
  


  
    Jim was silent then said, “Someone who wants the war to continue.”
  


  
    “Very good. Now, who might that be?”
  


  
    Jim’s mind was racing and already a pattern was beginning to emerge. “I think I might know, but I’m not yet certain.”
  


  
    “Then you best hop on that question.”
  


  
    Jim looked at Bill and saw that he was grinning. “Tell me of Kesh. Who is truly in command?”
  


  
    Bill’s expression became more considered. “A minor nephew to the Emperor. The Truebloods breed like rabbits so there’s no shortage of opportunities for nepotism in the Upper City. This magistrate is called Prince Harfum, but he has cleverly managed to install his own people in every key position. So while the Gallery of Lords and Masters thunders in debate, the bureaucracy quietly goes about the business of running everything in Kesh.”
  


  
    Jim held up his hand, showing three fingers. “Prince Harfum, Lord John Worthington, and Sir William Alcorn.”
  


  
    Bill nodded. “Three men with little history or power who’ve insinuated themselves in positions of critical influence and who, amongst the three of them, have managed to plunge half the world into a war no one wants to win.” He pointed a finger at Jim. “Find out what they have in common, or who they work for, and there’s your unknown player.”
  


  
    Jim took a slow deep breath. “There’s little I can do now.”
  


  
    “Oh, you’re a resourceful lad,” scoffed Bill. “You have assets you haven’t deployed yet, I’m certain. But the Council will be alert and should anything of value come to our notice, we shall inform you as quickly as we can.”
  


  
    Jim was silent.
  


  
    “Now, to the business of my son.”
  


  
    “I’ll pen a missive to my senior man in the Mockers. Your son will have to present himself as an apprentice or the rest of the Mockers will grow suspicious. There are only ten people in the world who know the true identity of the Upright Man, and you are only the second who knows who isn’t my employee or an ally.”
  


  
    “And the other?”
  


  
    Jim just smiled, choosing not to reveal the name Lady Franciezka Sorboz.
  


  
    Bill said, “Very well then, be discreet. And I will instruct my son to do the same.”
  


  
    “What is your son’s name?”
  


  
    Again a barking laugh, and Bill said, “There’s the black irony of it. His mother named him James.”
  


  
    Jim laughed. “There is a bit of irony, isn’t there?”
  


  
    “Be off. I have a business to run and should I need to reach you, my lads will find you quickly enough if you’re on the island. If you go to the mainland, seek out a tavern in either Bas-Tyra or Euper, by the name of the Black Ram in both cities. Just hand a silver real to any barman and say, ‘To settle a bad debt,’ and within minutes someone will take you aside and start the chain of getting a message back to me or delivering one I’ve left for you.”
  


  
    Jim stood. “Thank you, Bill.”
  


  
    Bill slapped the table as he rose and said, “Well and done, Lord James. I never thought I’d say this, but being with you today has been a pleasure.”
  


  
    Jim found himself smiling. “Oddly enough, I’m forced to agree.”
  


  
    He quickly left the shop and slipped into the morning’s traffic. He was about to employ one of those unused assets Bill had mentioned and he had much ahead of him. The mysteries he had begun to unravel were hinting at dangers he dreaded discovering were true. Still, he felt somehow relieved and his burdened lightened, and he realized that giving up control of the Mockers was the most welcome thing he had encountered in a very long time.
  


  
    Within another minute, Jim was lost in the crowd of the city.
  


  
    Hal signalled for quiet and everyone stopped speaking and listened. For the better part of two days they had been eluding bands of pirates, bandits, and local gangs. The entire region was in chaos and whatever law that had existed before the war was now gone.
  


  
    The four of them sat huddled under an overhang while a torrential summer storm slammed the coast of the Kingdom. Ty was the most familiar with this region and guessed it would blow through in less than a day, perhaps in a few hours. But it was punishingly wet, like standing in a waterfall at times as water cascaded from branch to branch, finally to unleash sheets of water at random moments. Moreover, the wind brought a quick chill. As there was no dry place to attempt to build a fire, they crowded together for warmth.
  


  
    The rain brought one blessing: it muddied their trail and conspired to keep them hidden from searchers.
  


  
    They had come ashore just minutes before the pirates and had climbed narrow pathway up the twenty-foot escarpment. While not too high, the bluffs were difficult to climb and the pirates almost overtook them as a result. A few well-pitched rocks by Hal and Ty slowed them down for a few moments while the two young women reached the tree line and then the two noble sons sprinted after them.
  


  
    Once in the woods, Ty showed an almost supernatural ability to pick a course through the thick trees, enough to impress Hal who had grown up running through forests all his life. Ty had learned a great deal of Orosini lore from his father, one of the last of his mountain tribal people. Talwin Hawkins, once called Talon of the Silver Hawk, had spent a year and many resources helping those few survivors rebuild their traditions. A single Orosini village now lived once more in the mountains to the north-east of where Ty and the others waited, and perhaps some day the Orosini would reclaim their ancient lands.
  


  
    The pirates were uncompromising in their determination to overtake the fugitives. For reasons Hal and the others could only guess at, they had not given up the chase after the first few hours, as had been hoped, but simply kept at it. Hal didn’t know if it was by some magic or intelligence, or simply on a whim that they had decided the four in the boat were worth the effort of apprehending. Stephané was highly recognizable to anyone familiar with Roldem, so perhaps a sailor had spied her white-blonde hair and striking beauty from a distance. Perhaps they had simply assumed these were fugitives from Roldem who might bring a handsome ransom if caught. But for whatever reason, they just kept coming.
  


  
    The previous night, the four of them had found a naturally-formed rock outcropping around which Ty had fashioned a rough shelter. It had proven adequate enough they had managed to sleep a while, the two young men splitting the watch. Early in the morning they had found the King’s Highway, but following it had almost ended in disaster.
  


  
    A band of mercenaries or bandits had ridden unexpectedly over a rise, and they had managed to get off into the undergrowth before being discovered. For the rest of the morning they had moved parallel to the road, but keeping off the road for fear of sudden discovery.
  


  
    Every so often Hal would fall back to see if they were still being followed, only to discover that the same band that had come off the beach was still doggedly in pursuit.
  


  
    When the rains came they sought out shelter and found the overhang and waited for the misery to abate. They said little, whispering to avoid being overheard, taking what comfort they could salvage from their closeness and the hope of eventual arrival at a haven. From what little they could see, the coast seemed subject to all manner of predation, and ravagers seemed to roam free. Hal had decided their best course was westward, for though they might have to circle and skirt raiders along the coast, inland they could forage and hunt, and eventually as they moved deeper into the Kingdom, they were certain to find royal forces to protect them.
  


  
    Ty said, “I think I’m going to take a quick look around and see if those pirates are still after us.”
  


  
    “Be careful,” said Stephané as she huddled between Hal and Gabriella.
  


  
    He waved casually and vanished into the darkening forest.
  


  
    “What time do you think it is?” asked the Princess a moment later.
  


  
    Hal said, “Difficult to tell, but I think it’s almost midday.”
  


  
    Gabriella nodded. “My best guess as well.”
  


  
    “What’s Crydee like?” asked the Princess.
  


  
    Hal considered for a moment, then said, “Not too unlike here. A little cooler I would expect. We’re a bit farther north than this coast, and you’ve got all that warm current coming up from Kesh here. It’s why all the islands in the Sea of Kingdoms are so lush. Where I’m from it’s a bit more rugged.
  


  
    “But it’s home.” He got a faraway look and said, “The sunsets are magnificent, as you look out straight to the west from the top of the keep. It’s best in the summer when the days are long and you can sip wine or drink beer as you watch after supper. The evenings are soft and gentle.” Then he laughed. “Unless you get one of these,” he said, indicating the rain. “We have a fair share of summer squalls there, too.”
  


  
    “I’d like to see Crydee,” she said. “Other places, too.”
  


  
    “Maybe some day you will, Highness,” said Hal, instinctively moving just a bit closer.
  


  
    Rather than pull away, she snuggled against him. “I doubt it. Princesses don’t travel, except if they’re meeting kings or princes, if possible marriages are being arranged, and I don’t think any member of the Royal Family in Roldem has ever seen Krondor, let alone the Far Coast. Oh, we’ve read about it, because, well it’s your history in the Isles, and Roldem and the Isles are brother nations, I’ve been taught since I was a baby.”
  


  
    “I believe we’ve had a war or two along the way,” said Hal lightly, “but otherwise, yes, we are close.” He looked down at her in the grey light and with her hair matted against her head and her nose slightly red from the cold weather, she still looked beautiful to him.
  


  
    He stopped staring when he felt Gabriella’s eyes on him. Pushing away the feelings that were starting to form in his chest, he let out a long, silent sigh.
  


  
    “I wish it would stop raining,” said the Princess softly.
  


  
    “It will soon,” he promised.
  


  
    A few minutes later, Ty came hurrying back and ducked under the overhanging rocks to kneel next to Gabriella. “They’re still following us. They’re hunkered down less than a mile back. I almost walked into them, as they’re under an overhang like this one. They’re not being very quiet about their complaints, so I heard them before blundering in.”
  


  
    Hal said, “Then we should get moving. We’re hardly any drier for staying here, the wind is lowering, and if we put more distance between us, perhaps the rain will wash away our tracks.”
  


  
    Ty glanced at the young women. Gabriella just nodded once with emphasis and the Princess said, “I’m ready.”
  


  
    They moved off and headed west.
  


  
    Princess Stephané stumbled and Hal barely got his hand out in time to keep her from falling into the soggy, muddy mess of leaves, twigs, and water they struggled through. Ty had been reading the land as they went, trying to find the best course that would also have the best chance of throwing off their pursuers. The rain had fallen off to a constant mist, enough to keep everything wet, but not so much that they could count on the pirates staying put.
  


  
    They travelled uphill from the King’s Highway but out of sight of any casual passer-by. The footing was treacherous and they moved slower than any of them liked, trying to avoid a nasty tumble down the hillside.
  


  
    Mud was tricky, for it could either quickly be washed away, hiding tracks, or it could hold as small pools for a long time providing easy to read tracks. Moreover, it could yank a boot off a foot covered in wet stockings. The sandy soil on the hillside was better while it was raining as it quickly eroded any signs of passage, but now that the rain was slackening, that was less likely. So rocks were best of all, for any mud they tracked on them was quickly washed away in the still sheeting run-off.
  


  
    So against every instinct they followed difficult terrain rather than keeping to the easy, more open passages in the woods. Hal kept looking back while Ty picked out the trail, Gabriella and Stephané between them.
  


  
    Ty said, “Quiet! I hear something.”
  


  
    Everyone stopped moving and listened, and a moment later the others could hear movement behind and downhill from them. “Behind the trees!” whispered Hal, pointing to a thick stand of beech trees a few yards ahead. Their branches were hanging low, with water still dripping off them, and it was the best cover they could manage.
  


  
    They ducked behind the slender boles and crouched, gathering their dark cloaks around them, hoping that the shadow and mist would hide them. Within a minute they could see men moving on a parallel course to their own, but perhaps ten or fifteen yards farther downhill. Through the trees they could make out a man in a russet long-sleeved shirt and black vest, and see the exasperation on his face as he shouted at another man, “You said they were coming this way!”
  


  
    There were eight pirates, and they were wet, miserable, obviously cold from the wind, and no doubt as hungry as the fugitives, but they were bearing up with considerably less grace. The leader stopped and looked around, glancing directly at their hiding position, but their mud-spattered travel cloaks and the gloom conspired to keep them almost invisible.
  


  
    “Damn it!” the man in the black vest shouted. “If we come back without her, it’ll be our necks in a noose, and that’s if we’re lucky!” He turned and jabbed a finger into the chest of another man. “You’re supposed to be our best tracker. Why can’t we find them?”
  


  
    Frustration was fraying tempers and the other man yelled back, “Because whoever’s with her knows his way about these woods, Marstan. He’s clambered over every bloody boulder, walked up sand washes, waded down pebble bed creeks, used every trick there is.” His bald head sheeted water as he hunched his broad shoulders. “But I’ll wager my share of the booty that they’re close enough to hit with a rock.”
  


  
    The man named Marstan turned full circle, “But which way?”
  


  
    “This rain, I’m saying back downhill,” said the tracker. “More mess washing down these hills and the ground’s full on as wet as can be; leeches the sand out in place, leaving cracks in the soil; big hunks of it can come crashing down without warning.” He glanced around and moved his hand in a circle. “Lots of years the King spends his taxes clearing all the road below ’cause half these bloody hills come washing down every third or fourth rainy season.” He pointed directly up at the four crouching hiders. “Wouldn’t want to be up there on top of all that ground if it suddenly comes sliding down. Besides, they’ve been staying close enough to the road to see where they’re going.” He turned and pointed downhill slightly. “They’re probably heading that way. Only five more miles to the garrison at Farborough, so they may feel safe enough even to be back on the road.”
  


  
    The man called Marstan nodded once and moved in the indicated direction and the others quickly followed.
  


  
    Ty waited until they were gone then said, “Glad I picked up and not downhill.”
  


  
    “Where do we go?”
  


  
    Ty smiled. “We follow them. The one place they won’t be looking for us is behind them.”
  


  
    “Is that wise?” asked the Princess.
  


  
    “Not very, but it’s less risky if we know where they are. Less chance we’ll blunder into them or give ourselves away by accident. Just be as quiet as you can and ready to run if I tell you.”
  


  
    Lady Gabriella and Hal nodded.
  


  
    “Good,” said Ty. “Let’s go.”
  


  
    Into the now-driving rain they moved, following the pirates who were seeking them.
  


  
    The afternoon wore on. Ty stayed as close as he could to the pirates, keeping the back of the last pair trudging through the mud in sight, and the others lingered far behind the young noble from Opardum. He felt confident of being able to avoid detection should the pirates double back to check if they were followed or otherwise proved problematic for the fugitives from Roldem. He held up his hand and turned behind a bole, and Hal moved in the same direction, the two young women a moment behind.
  


  
    One of the pirates had glanced over his shoulder and now stood motionless as if he had seen something. He was on the verge of speaking when a shout from ahead caused him to turn. Hal could barely make him out but had no doubt he was pulling his sword and running forward. Turning to the women he said, “Stay here and don’t move.” He nodded to Gabriella to emphasize she was responsible now for the Princess’s safety, then hurried to where Ty waited. By the time he reached him the sounds of combat were unmistakable. The two young men moved as quickly as the terrain allowed, and came to a small rise where they both fell to the ground, ignoring the mud, and crawled forward to observe the conflict.
  


  
    A dozen horsemen in the royal tabard of the Kingdom, wearing badges familiar to Hal, were cutting through the pirates like a scythe through wheat. The pirate leader, Marstan, was face down in the mud, his blood pooling around him, while five others also were dead or dying on the ground. The last two pirates were attempting to run downhill, never a good idea with horses in pursuit, and died before they got out of sight.
  


  
    Ty grinned and was about to say something when Hal put his hand over his mouth. He pulled himself close so that Ty’s ear was less than an inch from his lips and whispered, “Boots.”
  


  
    Ty looked and his eyes widened in understanding. The riders were dressed as Kingdom light cavalry, but sported a wide variety of boots, some not even proper riding boots. The riders who had cut down the last pirates returned and as they reined in, the entire unit showed no sign of military discipline. One man said, “Well, you know the orders. If that idiot Marstan didn’t have her, she’s somewhere up in those woods.”
  


  
    “You sure, Gravan? Maybe they headed back towards the Eastern Kingdoms.”
  


  
    “You get paid to kill, not think, Colver. If what I was told is right, she’s with two pups from the Kingdom— one’s some duke’s kid— and a bodyguard. Don’t take that one lightly. She’s a woman, but she’s a killer.” He stood up in his stirrups and looked around into the trees. “If we’re going to search, we need better weather.” He pointed to the bodies on the road. “Let’s clear away the trash and pull back a way. If they think it’s clear ahead to Farborough, they may just come wandering in without any help.” He sat back down and said, “I’m going back to report. Finish up here and take a quick look, but I’ll be surprised if you find anything. Get back and I’ll start organizing a proper search.”
  


  
    The lead rider put his heels to his horse and set off down the road while the other eleven men dismounted, three taking reins, and leading the horses away, while the others began gathering the dead. As they started carrying the first two downhill, it was clear the closest thing to a proper pyre they’d come across was a sailor’s burial at sea, or being tossed off a cliff into the surf.
  


  
    Ty signalled and led Hal back to where the two women waited. “Someone’s taken Farborough,” said Hal.
  


  
    “What do you mean?” asked the Princess.
  


  
    “The pirates are dead, killed by horsemen wearing Kingdom garb, but it’s all a sham. They talked, they’re all in it together; maybe the riders were pirates, too. They killed Marstan and his men for failing to find you.”
  


  
    “They have different boots on,” said Ty.
  


  
    “Boots? I don’t understand,” said Stephané.
  


  
    “They got the uniforms off of dead Kingdom soldiers, no doubt,” said Ty.
  


  
    “No,” said Hal. “If they were stripping corpses those tabards would be bloody. And they would have taken boots.”
  


  
    “Fair point,” conceded Ty.
  


  
    “No, someone supplied them those uniforms, but couldn’t supply boots.”
  


  
    “If we can’t go to the town of Farborough,” asked the Princess, “where do we go?”
  


  
    Hal looked at Ty who said, “I have no idea.”
  


  



  • Chapter Ten •


  


  Wilderness


  
    

  


  
    Ty threw a rock.
  


  
    He gathered in the makeshift sling as the rock struck the rabbit on the head, killing it instantly. The still-wet ground sucked at his boots as he made his way to the kill. It was the third coney he had felled, using slinging skills he had learned as a boy. He was well pleased that he had retained the knack of it and knew the others would be more so for the soon to-be-cooked rabbits. He glanced at the sky as he turned to head back. It looked as if the rain was finally over. The air had a heavy feeling to it, hot and swampy, but it wasn’t as sultry as it had been as the sun set, and his mountain-bred weather sense told him it was getting dryer.
  


  
    As he trod the game trail, he hoped Hal had managed to get a fire started so that they could quickly dress and cook the rabbits. It had been three days since they’d left the ship and escaped the pirates and what little food they had carried in their belt pouches was long gone. What had started off as a quick hike to a safe village had now turned into a rigorous overland trip into dangerous territory.
  


  
    Ty reached the clearing they had elected to use for a camp for the evening. While hunting he had looked for signs that anyone was on their trail again, but it appeared as if the false Kingdom soldiers who had been searching for them were far enough away that they could risk smoke from the cook-fire. Hal helped Ty dress out the rabbits and while they were cooking, he went to bury the hides and offal. “No sense in having carrion eaters circling overhead and calling attention to us,” he said.
  


  
    As the rabbits cooked, Princess Stephané asked, “What do we do now?”
  


  
    Ty said, “I’ve been thinking. It’s probably more dangerous to double back to the east and head for the border states. Moreover, we can’t be sure any of the Eastern Kingdoms haven’t allied with one side or the other. We blunder into Prandur’s Gate or Maladon, you could be held for ransom or turned over to Lord John Worthington’s agents for your ‘protection’ as soon as we surface. No, we strike for Ran. Unless it’s fallen, we’ll be safe there.”
  


  
    Hal said, “If Ran’s fallen, we’ll have more to worry about than ransom, Princess. It would mean a Keshian presence on the Kingdom mainland in the Eastern Realm, for the first time in history.”
  


  
    Ty nodded. “Those false soldiers were almost certainly Kingdom men, from their speech, not Keshian, and they were in league with those Ceresian pirates, so we have no idea whom they serve.” He sighed. “I know my father is taking care of my mother, and as a minor Kingdom noble he’s probably being watched, but it’s unlikely more than that.” He glanced at Stephané. “I know you worry about your parents.”
  


  
    She nodded. “And my brothers.” She looked from one to the other. “My parents have loyal followers. I know Lady Franciezka is important in all this intrigue, but she would die to protect my family. She’ll ensure they’re safe and it’s not in Lord John’s interest to harm them. He just wants me married to his son.”
  


  
    “Which means you’re worried about your brothers.”
  


  
    She smiled a tight smile. “My brothers are men of character and tougher than one might think.”
  


  
    Hal smiled. “So is their sister.”
  


  
    She glanced at him and saw open admiration in his expression. “Thank you,” she said. “That was gallant.”
  


  
    “Well meant,” he returned. “You’ve held up like a soldier.”
  


  
    Ty turned the rabbits. “I suggest we eat and move on. Bury the remnants of the fire, just enough to be discovered if someone chances by, then lay in a false trail to the south.”
  


  
    “We go north-west?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “If I can read these hills,” he said, looking in that direction, “there should be water sources up there in that low gap. That means rivers for ample water and caves most likely. We can shelter for a day or two, rest up, fish, hunt, and then strike south-west to Ran.”
  


  
    “Rest would be good,” said the Princess.
  


  
    Hal reached out and gently touched her shoulder. “We’ll get you to safety, I swear.”
  


  
    Stephané smiled and they gazed at one another for a moment, then the Princess looked away to watch the rabbits cooking.
  


  
    Ty watched this. Then, with a slight incline of his head to Gabriella he added, “I’m going to scout a bit for shelter.”
  


  
    Gabriella at once got to her feet. “I’ll go with you. I want to stretch my legs.”
  


  
    Both Stephané and Hal frowned slightly at the remark, but said nothing.
  


  
    When they were out of earshot of the others, Ty said, “Stretch my legs? After three days of hiking these mountains?”
  


  
    “It was the best I could think of impromptu. Now, what did you want to talk about?”
  


  
    “What just happened? Back there I mean, with Hal and the Princess?”
  


  
    Gabriella’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You feeling a pang of jealousy then, young rooster?”
  


  
    Ty didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed. He chose the first. “Hardly. Our young lord there may be dreaming of your charge, but I’ve spent enough time in court to know the Princess will not be married off to some rustic lord, even if he is to be Duke of Crydee some day, let alone a down-in-the-heels, title-poor, back-door-noble son such as myself.”
  


  
    He grew thoughtful. “Men who think they need to protect their women get ferociously brave and stupid. If he’s being courtly, fair enough, but if he’s becoming a love-struck puppy, it would be wise to know.”
  


  
    She shrugged. “I can’t tell. Some of your Kingdom of the Isles nobles are as untrustworthy and conniving as Roldem’s best, but this one?” She fell silent for a moment as they moved towards the sound of water. “I think he’ll do the right thing, no matter what. He’s a very… well-brought-up young man.”
  


  
    He smiled. “And me?”
  


  
    “You are the sort my mother warned me about.”
  


  
    He laughed. “And you?”
  


  
    She looked off into the distance and said at last, “I am not usually comfortable speaking about myself.”
  


  
    “Fair enough. Comfort has been a quality sorely lacking lately. But if you prefer to remain a mystery, I’m fine with that. I just need to know that if it gets bloody, you’re there.” He saw her jaw firm and said, “I assume it’s safe to conclude you’re not a lady-in-waiting.”
  


  
    “I am the Princess’s personal bodyguard.”
  


  
    “Damn,” he said lightly. “I knew you were dangerous.”
  


  
    Caught halfway between confusion and humour, she frowned. “Dangerous?”
  


  
    “I don’t usually encounter six-foot-tall beauties, and none before have been as adept at woodcraft as you are. You remind me of my mother.”
  


  
    “Your mother?”
  


  
    They found themselves on a slight rise looking down at a large, fast-running creek and half-walked, half-slid down the incline to the bank. Ty looked in both directions then pointed upstream. “There I think.”
  


  
    As they moved against the flow of the water, Gabriella asked, “What is your mother like?”
  


  
    “Strong, like you,” he answered without hesitation. “But in a different fashion.”
  


  
    “Different?”
  


  
    “Like a slender tree; she bends with the wind, but endures.”
  


  
    “I think I understand,” said Gabriella. She pointed. “Look.”
  


  
    He saw the cave she indicated and as they walked towards it, continued, “Before I was born, the summer my father was undergoing the naming rite of his… our people, the Orosini, a man named Kaspar of Olasko ordered the obliteration of our people, because we would not allow his army to pass through our lands so that he could attack the Duchy of Farinda. Our homes in the High Fastness were destroyed and the few survivors were sold into captivity. My mother was one of those.”
  


  
    “And your father?”
  


  
    “My father, my real father, was some unknown soldier of Olasko.”
  


  
    “But I thought…?”
  


  
    “Talwin Hawkins married my mother. He had loved her since they were children, and he gave me his name.”
  


  
    “But I saw you together. You look so much alike.”
  


  
    Ty grinned. “An interesting coincidence, isn’t it? My father must have been a handsome devil, I always say.” His grin faded. “Talwin Hawkins is the only father I have ever known and I love him as such. He has cared for me as if I were his own. It’s reasonable I’d mimic him as I grew. My mother has not been able to have more children, so he’s stuck with me,” he added on a lighter note.
  


  
    She was silent for a moment then asked, “Have you a wife?”
  


  
    “Ha!” he laughed so loudly it echoed through the dell.
  


  
    He covered his mouth and she looked at him wide-eyed in surprise and covered her own mouth a moment, before saying with a smile, “I assume that means no.”
  


  
    “I… haven’t had the time,” he said quickly. “My family is… the demands…” He let the thought go unfinished.
  


  
    “I was wondering,” she said as they reached the entrance to the cave. “Rare is the noble that can catch rabbits like a poacher, or fish with mere twine and a tree branch. You know your way in the wild.”
  


  
    “As do you.” He paused, looking at her. She really was a beauty, though her manner disguised that, and being next to Stephané could render a goddess invisible. He quickly tore his gaze away as he realized he was staring and glanced around. “I don’t like the idea of going in there without a torch.”
  


  
    “Not much dry wood to make a torch,” she observed.
  


  
    “We might not have to,” he said, hurrying down to the edge of the river. The heavy rain had washed a large amount of detritus into the creek, depositing it here and there on the shore. He found a likely-looking branch and hurried back. “Wait here a moment,” he said, and ducked into the cave. A short time later he emerged with a massive clump of moss. “This will burn slowly and give a weak light, but it’s light.” He wrapped the moss around the branch in as tight a knot as he could, then took out flint from his belt pouch and used his hunting knife to strike sparks. He blew into it and got it smouldering and picked up the torch and blew hard on one sport until a flame flared. “It won’t last more than a few minutes, but I’ll get a look around.”
  


  
    “Be careful of the bears,” she asked.
  


  
    He smiled, knowing the old joke that was coming. “How can I tell if there’s one in there?”
  


  
    “Usually from the bleeding.”
  


  
    He shook his head and as he turned to enter he said, “How many brothers?”
  


  
    “Four.”
  


  
    “All older?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    Shaking his head he only said, “No wonder,” and entered the cave. She followed him, smiling to herself.
  


  
    In the gloom they found a widening path that led downward, into a very large cave. Once fashioned by flowing water, the underground hideaway was now above the water table, providing a dry floor upon which to rest. Ty poked the torch around in every corner making sure they were alone, then said, “Something made a lair here, but two, three years ago.”
  


  
    “Bear, I think,” said Gabriella.
  


  
    He made one quick circle around and then said, “Let’s head back. If we wait too much longer, there’ll be no rabbit left for either of us.”
  


  
    “Yes, I’ve been away too long as it is. The Princess is my charge and I’ve already violated it by leaving her alone.”
  


  
    “Then why did you?” Ty asked as they exited the cave.
  


  
    “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Besides, she instructed me that at some point I should go off with you for a short while, as she had something she needed to discuss with Lord Henry in person.”
  


  
    “Lord Henry?”
  


  
    “That’s how she named him. I assume it must be something she considered a matter of state.”
  


  
    Now Ty looked completely confused.
  


  
    “Despite what one might think, Stephané is a very serious-minded woman when she chooses to be. She knows she will be highly placed in marriage, a duchess or even a queen, and that she will play a role vital in keeping peace between Roldem and their neighbours.”
  


  
    “Now my curiosity is piqued,” admitted Ty. “Affairs of state, out here of all places.”
  


  
    “No more improbable than affairs of the heart, surely.”
  


  
    Not entirely sure what to say to this, Ty merely nodded.
  


  
    Stephané watched as Gabriella and Ty vanished from sight and turned to Hal who was turning the rabbits. “How much longer until they are cooked?” she asked.
  


  
    He said, “Another half hour. If we had a hotter fire, sooner, but too hot and it dries and is tough. Too slow and it’s chewy and tough. Just right and it’s savoury… and tough.”
  


  
    She laughed. “You do manage to keep your spirits up.”
  


  
    Hal let out a small sigh. “Truth, Highness? I’d as soon be riding through a thousand Keshian Dog Soldiers with a wooden spoon as my only weapon than having to drag you through this wilderness.”
  


  
    “You’re not dragging me,” she said, smiling. “I’m escaping.”
  


  
    He laughed. “Speaking of keeping one’s spirits up.” He turned the rabbits again. The spits were twigs and they rested on rocks, and seemed constantly to want to turn back one way. Vigilance was needed to ensure the rabbits weren’t burned through on one side and raw on the other.
  


  
    She was silent for a moment, her expression turning pensive, and at last she said, “I wanted to have a chance to speak to you alone.”
  


  
    He turned to give her his undivided attention. “Yes?”
  


  
    “My position is at best difficult,” she began, hesitantly. “Lady Franciezka holds you and Ty in high regard, or she never would have entrusted me to your care. Yet I fear that your king may not be…”
  


  
    “You worry King Gregory might see you as a bargaining chip, much as your Lord John does.”
  


  
    “I don’t know what to think, Hal,” she said plainly. “All my life I have been trained to rule, but in the Roldemish fashion of a queen, to offer quiet council to my husband when alone, and to smile and remain silent in public.”
  


  
    Hal thought of Bethany and laughed. “It’s a bit different in the west, especially along the Far Coast. Our mothers, and wives, are hardly shy in letting their feelings be known.”
  


  
    “What I’m saying is that if it comes to a conflict, I’m not certain I can stand my ground. If Gregory threatens…” She fell silent. “Roldem’s fleet combined with that of the Isles would drive Kesh back to their own ports.”
  


  
    Hal shook his head. “I know that’s conventional thinking, but with those pirates in league with… someone, raiding free along this coast the balance of power may not be what we thought.” Seeing her troubled expression, he decided to change the subject. “But you didn’t ask to be alone with me to speak of warfare. I pledge to you that as a son of the House of conDoin, I will give my life if need be to keep you from any harm. When this madness is over you shall be safely returned to Roldem. And you’ll have a Kingdom-born husband in tow only if that is your pleasure.”
  


  
    She smiled. “Thank you.” Impulsively she leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “I am in need of a good friend.”
  


  
    For reasons Hal didn’t fully understand, hearing that phrase caused his stomach to sink a bit. Pushing aside his feelings, he said, “It is the burden of your office that you marry at your father’s pleasure. Not the pleasure of Lord John Worthington or Sir William Alcorn—” His eyes widened.
  


  
    “What?” asked Princess Stephané.
  


  
    “When did Lord John rise to such great influence in your father’s court?”
  


  
    “I’m not sure. He’s been around for quite some time. He was very nice to me when I was little.”
  


  
    “But when did he gain control, er, start to manifest enough influence to get your father to begin making policy changes in Roldem?”
  


  
    She thought for a moment, then said, “Five years ago, maybe six.”
  


  
    “Immediately after the Three Moon Banapis?”
  


  
    She thought, then said, “I think so.” Six years earlier, one of the rarest of events had taken place when all three moons rose full, as one, on the eve of Banapis, Midsummer’s Day. It happened once every century, more or less.
  


  
    “That’s when Sir William began asserting his influence.”
  


  
    “What does that mean?” asked the Princess.
  


  
    “I’m not entirely sure,” said Hal, taking the rabbits off the fire. “All I do know is that we must somehow get you safely to Rillanon, and to enter the city without drawing attention to ourselves, I think we need to find Lord James Dasher Jamison.”
  


  
    “Why him?”
  


  
    “For many reasons, least of which is that he is by a strange twist of history a very distant cousin of mine but, most importantly, he’s the one man in Rillanon I am certain is not under the control of Sir William Alcorn.”
  


  
    Ty and Gabriella appeared and Ty said, “We found a cave.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Hal. “Rabbit?”
  


  
    Neither bothered to answer as Ty tore one in half and handed it to Gabriella while Hal did the same for the Princess. Around a mouthful of hot coney, Ty said, “We should stay dry in that cave and we can rest up for a day or two.”
  


  
    Hal shook his head. “No, we need to leave at first light tomorrow and start for Ran.”
  


  
    “Ran, you certain?”
  


  
    Hal nodded. “Yes. From there I can use my father’s rank to convince someone to sail us to Rillanon. We must get there as quickly and secretly as possible.”
  


  
    “Isn’t that going to be a little difficult if you’re bullying naval captains with your father’s rank?”
  


  
    “Not if I’m accompanied by my…” he waved his hand, “companions. We’ll contrive a story, but this young beauty is no princess,” he nodded at Stephané. “She is someone or other’s daughter whom I’m using badly as she hopes against hope to marry above her station.”
  


  
    Stephané actually laughed. “Now you play the role of a young noble of my nation.” She sighed. “Even my brothers.” She leaned forward and touched him on the arm. “I will say, Lord Henry, if other men of the west are like you, the ladies of my nation would do well to visit the Far Coast.”
  


  
    Hal actually blushed and Ty laughed. Gabrielle contented herself with a knowing smile, and they began to fashion a story that would pass muster once they reached Rillanon.
  


  
    Assuming they reached Ran, which meant getting through these mountains without running into bandits, false Kingdom soldiers, or wild animals. Two swords, three belt knives, and a sling might gain them a meal, but against what lived in these mountains they were little defence.
  


  
    Still, Hal turned his mind away from the dangers and considered what needed to be done to get the Princess to his king. He was determined to ensure she arrived safely and departed as she willed, or he would give his life in the attempt.
  


  
    Hal awoke suddenly, and saw in the half-gloom of the cave both Gabriella and Ty on their feet with weapons in hand. Ty motioned for Hal to stay silent. He realized his arms were around the Princess, and that she was looking at him with questioning eyes. Untangling himself, he put a finger to his lips and drew his sword. The last he remembered was standing his watch at the cave mouth and returning to wake Ty, then snuggling in behind Stephané for warmth. Summer it might be, but in that cave in the mountains it was anything but warm. At sometime during the night she had either backed into him or he had reached out, but waking up in that intimate proximity was troubling.
  


  
    He moved quietly until he stood on the other side of Lady Gabriella, who crouched with a wicked-looking dirk in her right hand, a shorter belt knife in her left. He remembered the belt knife, but couldn’t help but wonder where she had been hiding the dirk.
  


  
    Voices from outside were now intelligible. “Bloody nuisance, checking every cave from here to Ran. They’re miles east of here, I’ll wager.”
  


  
    “You’re not paid to wager or think,” said another voice. “If the captain wants you to dive into every stream, climb trees, and look under rocks, that’s what you’ll do.”
  


  
    “And who made you king of the day?”
  


  
    A meaty smack followed, and the first voice cried, “No need for that, Neely! I was just saying…”
  


  
    “Say any more and you’ll be crawling back to the camp. Now, get in and check that cave!”
  


  
    Hal glanced around. The cave was larger in the rear than at the mouth, with an “S” curve coming in, so they might be able to hide. Hal indicated to the Princess that she should move into the farthest corner and she nodded and hurried over on silent feet.
  


  
    He then motioned for Lady Gabriella to stand opposite the second curve of the entrance, where she would be seen as soon as the man stepped inside. She indicated she understood and moved to the indicated position. Hal tapped Ty on the shoulder and they moved until their backs were flat against the wall, just beyond the curve that hid them from anyone coming into the cave.
  


  
    Hal put up his sword and pulled out his belt knife just as a man came into the cave, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. Gabriella moved and the man’s eyes widened. “You!” he began.
  


  
    Hal stepped up behind him and clamped his hand over his mouth, quickly cutting his throat and with a yank, tossing him to one side. Ty was already moving to protect the entrance, sword at the ready.
  


  
    After a moment, a shout from outside was heard. “Booker! You taking a piss in there or what?”
  


  
    Ty glanced at Hal who shook his head, indicating that they both should stay silent.
  


  
    “Booker?” came the inquiry as footsteps could be heard entering the cave.
  


  
    “Neely!” shouted Hal, trying to disguise his voice.
  


  
    “What?” came the reply. A beefy man stepped into view.
  


  
    This time it was Lady Gabriella who stepped out of the shadows and had a blade across the man’s throat before he could react. Even before he had hit the ground, Ty was moving towards the cave mouth to see if any others waited outside.
  


  
    A moment later he was back. “Just the two of them!”
  


  
    Hal said, “We move now. If they’re out in pairs, it means their camp is close by.”
  


  
    The four of them came out of the cave and saw two horses tied to low-hanging tree limbs. Ty kept his gaze moving and seeing nothing, he clambered up a pile of rocks until he was standing on top of the overhang above the cave entrance. Finally he pointed to the south. “Smoke. Campfire. Maybe a mile away, no more.”
  


  
    He scrambled back down and jumped the last five feet to land beside the Princess. Looking at Hal he said, “We ride?”
  


  
    “Double,” said Hal.
  


  
    “We won’t be moving fast that way,” said Ty.
  


  
    “If they have patrols out in spokes of a wheel, we travel straight away from this cave and that campfire smoke, and no one will come back here for hours, after those two fail to report back. We may get until tomorrow morning.” Hal looked around. “I know nothing of these mountains. Which way?”
  


  
    Ty pointed. “We follow the water course. There will be a cut in the mountains, or we turn west when we run out of trail. Either way, we’d best be miles from here when they find those two inside the cave.”
  


  
    Hal nodded agreement and the two women hurried towards the horses. Ty and Hal grabbed some loose brush and moved it around, masking the horse prints back to a patch of rocks, then hurried back up the slope. Hal mounted then extended an arm and the Princess swung up behind him, Ty doing the same with Gabriella.
  


  
    Without further discussion, Ty took the lead, and they began the slow climb up into the mountains, farther away from civilization every step.
  


  



  • Chapter Eleven •


  


  Treachery


  
    

  


  
    Jim kept close to the wall.
  


  
    The city watch moved down the street in noisy fashion, six men, two abreast, marching as if on parade. It would have looked comical, except that it was the dead of night, hours before dawn, and the city was now officially under martial law. That martial law had been declared mere hours after Jim had slipped out of the palace seemed more than a coincidence.
  


  
    Jim waited. As he expected, a few minutes after the passing of the watch, a pair of keen-eyed men came peering into every shadow, doorway, and window, moving as quietly as cats. Sir William Alcorn was sparing no effort in locating the ailing Duke’s grandson, apparently.
  


  
    After leaving Bill the Butcher’s establishment, James had intended to check on one of his safe houses, a small rented room over a dry goods store where he had secreted a fair amount of gold, several different documents and disguises, and a sufficient number of weapons to ensure his ability to defend himself.
  


  
    He had almost walked into a trap.
  


  
    His “bump of trouble” had tripped when he started down the street where the shop lay, when he noticed a man lingering at the far corner. Had he approached from that direction he would certainly have been sighted. Depending on how many agents Sir William had nearby he might have been able to escape. Or he might have ended up in chains. Or dead.
  


  
    He walked into a tavern at the corner, convinced he hadn’t been seen, and sat there nursing a pint of ale, spilling most of it on the floor when no one was looking. The straw covering the stones was changed almost every day, and this early it was relatively fresh. It could soak up a lot of ale.
  


  
    He waited until to make sure he hadn’t been seen, then ducked out the back. He had wandered the docks, moving in a random fashion, until he was completely certain no one was following him, then headed for what he considered to be his safest safe house on the island. He was especially cautious approaching this one and was relieved to see no hint of anyone watching it.
  


  
    It was a shack at the end of a long beach just to the east of the southernmost wharf in the city. It was called Old Wharf, for it was the oldest one left standing, and had the benefit of having been neglected to the point of being useless. Jim had seen a couple of recommendations it be torn down for one civil improvement or another, but had managed to misdirect those memoranda so that no one in authority could ever act on them.
  


  
    There was no reason for keeping the wharf in place, save one: it provided a safe exit out of the city for Jim. There was an ancient culvert, used by fishermen in ages past, where refuse from catches had been dumped before being taken into market. Flotsam, kelp, thrown-away fish, and the occasional corpse had been dumped into the culvert for decades. The high tide would come in and wash it clean twice a day. As the small town became a big city, the wharf proved less and less effective until it had been entirely abandoned more than a century before.
  


  
    But that culvert still was washed clean of debris every time the high tide went out, and Jim had more than once used it as a way out of the walled city of Rillanon. He reached the shack after sundown, while there was enough twilight to see anyone within a half-mile, and he knew no one had followed him.
  


  
    The shack was one of a half-dozen or so abandoned buildings from times long past when net mending and other fishing-related activities had taken place on the beach. Fishermen had graduated from the shallow-draught, two- or three-man craft used still on other parts of the island, to larger, deeper-draught boats that now required anchorage in the harbour. So the shacks went unused.
  


  
    Except by Jim.
  


  
    The third one from the end, unguarded even by a door, presented a gaping maw of an opening and one empty window. Jim stepped inside and fell to his knees, scooping sand up and throwing it to the side. It took ten minutes of digging but at the end he had a mound of sand in one corner of the shack and a trap door revealed in the other.
  


  
    He opened it and dropped in. Feeling around in the darkness he found a small table upon which was placed a torch dipped in dried resin and a flint-and-steel igniter. He tripped the igniter and soon the torch illuminated the room.
  


  
    All was as he had left it and he placed the torch in a iron holder on the wall, went to a rack of clothing and began picking out what he needed.
  


  
    An hour later a scruffy-looking sailor with a large duffle-bag emerged from the shack and hurried towards the old wharf, knowing that he would get through it only minutes before the tide filled it. He didn’t mind swimming through the channel surge, but did not wish to explain how he was drenched when he reached his next meeting place.
  


  
    He got back into the city proper with only soaking trousers below the calf and they would quickly dry out as he walked. He resisted the urge to scratch at the false beard he now sported and the theatre paint that had been applied to his face to make him look swarthier than usual. The accent he adopted was that of a Kingdom sailor from Pointer’s Head, most of whom had ancient Keshian ancestry and thus a tendency to be darker than most in the Kingdom. Unless Sir William’s agents could anticipate his disguise, they would still be searching for a man younger, fairer of skin, and without facial hair.
  


  
    Jim entered a dock side tavern and glanced around the room. In the corner sat a young man, waiting patently. Jim sat and if the young man was surprised at his appearance, he masked it well.
  


  
    “Karrick,” said Jim.
  


  
    The young man nodded and didn’t use his name. “Quite the… look you have there.”
  


  
    “I’m outbound on a ship in an hour.”
  


  
    “I won’t ask where.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Jim. They both knew that Karrick couldn’t be forced to reveal what he didn’t know.
  


  
    Karrick was young, no more than twenty-one years of age, but he was perhaps Jim’s most trusted agent in Rillanon. He was also the man Jim had got closest to Bill the Butcher. The organization of the thieves in Rillanon was different to that in Krondor, but there was still a need for communication between Bill’s Council and various gang leaders throughout the island.
  


  
    Karrick had been working for Bill since he was a boy of ten. But he had been working for Jim since he was a boy of nine.
  


  
    He looked enough like Jim to have been his son, and to be honest Jim had a little trouble remembering exactly where he had been nine months before Karrick’s birth, yet he doubted it. As Jim Dasher he had bedded his share of whores in Krondor, but James Jamison rarely frequented the ale-houses and brothels in Rillanon. Still rarely was not never and there was a resemblance. Karrick wore his hair down to his shoulders, but he was clean shaven, and had blue eyes rather than Jim’s brown. Yet there was a smile and tilt of head that looked very familiar, so occasionally Jim wondered.
  


  
    Most of those in the thieves’ trade had little memory of their childhood. Either they had been orphans or they chose not to remember fathers who beat them, mothers who were drinking or taking drugs to endure being touched by loathsome men. Urchin gangs roamed the streets here as they did in every other big city, for despite being the Jewelled City of the Kingdom, at heart it was grimy, dark, and dangerous, including all the unpleasant realities of a city: sewers, slaughterhouses, rendering shacks, fish wharfs, and as assorted a collection of seedy taverns and filthy brothels as you’d find north of Kesh. So despite the magnificent splendour of the palace and every other building on the hills being faced with brilliant stonework, it was still just a city. And whatever Karrick remembered from his childhood he never shared with JIm.
  


  
    All Jim knew is that while Karrick had lived his entire life within sight of those magnificent edifices atop the hill, he barely noticed them. He was too concerned with staying alive. He said, “It’s been, what? Five years?”
  


  
    “Six.”
  


  
    “I was surprised when Anne from the palace contacted me and told me to be here.” Karrick leaned back, one well-muscled arm draped over the back of his chair. A serving man came over and took an order for two jacks of ale.
  


  
    When he was gone, Jim said, “I have always tried to give you what I could, to supplement what you’ve had to learn on your own, but contact between us was never a good idea.”
  


  
    “It was a good year,” said Karrick, and Jim knew exactly what he was talking about. In their first year together, Karrick had been a promising nine-year-old with a toughness, resiliency, and deep rooted sense of survival far beyond his years. He had been running a gang near the docks, and boys four, five, even six years older than him had taken his orders.
  


  
    Unbeknownst to the boy, two men had taken notice of the enterprising boy: Jim Dasher of Krondor and Bill Cutter of Rillanon. Jim had got to him first.
  


  
    For that first year, Jim had spent time with Karrick ensuring that he was better trained in hand-to-hand fighting than the other boys, teaching him the sword, when no other lad had that skill. Locks, how to set up a lookout, a thousand subtle but critical knacks that set apart a thief like Jim or his great-grandfather Jimmy the Hand from any common street thug.
  


  
    From Jim’s point of view, Karrick was as close to Jimmy the Hand as any man living. He was faster than Jim was, even if only by a little. He was better at climbing the walls and roofs of the city, though Jim reserved the thought that had he been Karrick’s age, he would have kept pace with him. He knew everything Jim could teach him about locks and traps, and to pick one and avoid the other. And also he had taught him to read and write, skills sorely lacking in the other urchins of Rillanon.
  


  
    In the end, that year had cemented a bond that Jim had continued even after Bill the Butcher took Karrick in. Jim never came to Rillanon without spending time with him, and always ensured Karrick had gold beyond what he could steal for himself, and the means to hide from Bill and flee the island safely should the need arise.
  


  
    Then, six years before, Karrick had been promoted to a position with the Council itself. Their last meeting had been the night Karrick told Jim of that elevation. Jim had said, with some true sadness, that there could be no further contact between them unless the situation was dire. As Bill’s chosen agent, Karrick would be under close scrutiny and it was too risky for them to remain in touch. So, a code word and a venue was selected for any future meeting, and each went their separate way.
  


  
    Karrick said, “So, I imagine this means that grave crisis you always spoke about has arrived?”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “You mean beyond the war with Kesh and the attempt to incapacitate the Duke of Rillanon, and Sir William Alcorn’s apparent attempt to seize control of the Kingdom?”
  


  
    Karrick smiled, and again to Jim it was like looking in a mirror. “Well, there is that.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “It’s time for you to take over the Council.”
  


  
    Karrick said nothing for a while. Then he said, “That will be difficult.”
  


  
    “If it was easy, I wouldn’t need you.”
  


  
    Karrick’s eyebrow lifted slightly, and he smiled again. “Need me?” He leaned forward, “All these years… since we met, I’ve wondered at what point you would finally decide that I was ready to serve.”
  


  
    “You’ve been ready to serve for at least six years, Karrick.” Jim fell silent as the ale appeared and the server walked away. “I just didn’t need your particular gifts until now. More to the point, the Kingdom didn’t need them.”
  


  
    Karrick nodded, and there was a strange hint of sadness in his expression. “Have you ever lived a lie so long that it became true?”
  


  
    Jim looked around the room, not liking where this conversation might lead. Seeing no one but the barman and one other customer, a elderly drunk, he felt his anxiety lessen.
  


  
    Karrick chuckled. “No, Jim, I’m not betraying you to Bill.” He looked at the disguised noble. “You’re the closest thing to a father I ever had, even though I barely saw you for more than a week for the first five years after we met. As I said, that first year, that was a good year.”
  


  
    Jim said nothing.
  


  
    Karrick said, “Have you ever wondered…”
  


  
    Jim knew exactly what was being asked. “Yes, I have. Now, speaking of sons, I’ve arranged for Bill to think his boy James is taking over the Mockers in exchange for helping me with a few things during the war.”
  


  
    Karrick could barely contain himself. “He believes you?”
  


  
    “He believes because he wants to believe, and frankly, I was convincing.” Jim looked around the inn and said, “I’m honestly going to be done with all this when this war is over. I am not exactly sure where I’ll end up, assuming it’s not at the end of a rope, but when this is all over, I am letting go.”
  


  
    “The Mockers?”
  


  
    “Everything.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I’ve already dispatched messages to Krondor. Bill’s boy is to apprentice with the Nightmaster. He is supposed to assume control of the Mockers, become the next Upright Man, when I step down.”
  


  
    “I know James well,” said Karrick. “He’s as cunning as a sewer rat and ambitious: which is why his father wants him on the other side of the Kingdom. But he lacks the skill to manage things. And he has a temper.”
  


  
    “That’s useful.”
  


  
    “It should keep him from forming quick alliances in the Mockers,” said Karrick.
  


  
    “It’s immaterial,” said Jim. “He’ll be dead sooner or later. Bill will get a message of condolence saying his boy died during a job gone terribly wrong, slain by the Crushers. That’s assuming, of course, that Bill’s still alive.”
  


  
    Karrick said, “I gather that means I’m supposed to decide when it’s time to remove Bill?”
  


  
    “How many know that Bill is the Council?”
  


  
    “His three sons, myself, two others. After that it’s much the same as the Mockers. A message comes through the local gang chief from the Council, delivered by a street boy.”
  


  
    “And you control the street boys, still?”
  


  
    Karrick nodded.
  


  
    “One son to Krondor. Arrange with an army sergeant you trust to have one other son arrested and sympathize with Bill when he dies trying to escape. The last son, leave until after Bill’s death and keep close to him, make yourself indispensable until it’s time for you to take his place. The two others you decide if they will serve you or need replacing.”
  


  
    “They’ll serve,” said Karrick. “And I know which son to arrest and which to commiserate with… for a while.”
  


  
    “When Bill’s son James is on his way to Krondor and after I’m gone begin these tasks. Ensure that Anne always knows how to reach you.”
  


  
    Jim was ready to leave and said, “Our relationship cuts both ways, Karrick. Not in issues of blood, no matter what they may or may not be, but of this: as close as I may be to being a father to you, so you are to being a son to me. It is not ideal; I have no such illusions, but you’ve been loyal and reliable, as much as any father would wish to a son to be. When all is said and done, if it is within my means, I shall deliver you to higher standing than a king among thieves.”
  


  
    Karrick laughed. “You see me standing in the palace with starched shirt and brocade coat? Dancing with the ladies?”
  


  
    Jim shared the laugh. “What’s the matter? You can’t dance?”
  


  
    Karrick kept chuckling and said, “All will be done as you’ve instructed. I will wait to hear from you.”
  


  
    Jim thought for a moment. Then he said, “If you don’t hear from me within the month, send word after this thing is done to the Black Ram in Ran. I believe that is Bill’s usual place to exchange messages. We might as well continue to use his couriers.”
  


  
    “Bill alive or dead, that’s the easiest way,” agreed Karrick. “So that means you’re bound to Ran?”
  


  
    “Sooner or later,” said Jim as he rose.
  


  
    “I’ll finish my drink,” said the young thief.
  


  
    “Fare well.”
  


  
    “Fare well all of us,” replied Karrick.
  


  
    Then Jim was out of the door.
  


  
    Jim made his way to the docks where a ship was ready to depart for Ran. He had already had his name added to the roster of sailors. Now he purchased a small bottle of evil-smelling distilled spirits and poured it over his head before reaching the royal docks.
  


  
    He feigned being intoxicated as he hurried along the long pier jutting out into the harbour. He knew that Sir William would have agents watching every ship leaving the harbour, but assumed he might be less vigilant on the Navy Pier, given that it was already crawling with military, any of whom would be quick to seize a suspicious-looking character like Jim in time of war.
  


  
    But there was one ship on the pier which was not a warship but a transport vessel, and it had a civilian crew. And when he reached the gangway, two bored-looking Royal Marines were flanking the plank up to the ship.
  


  
    “Papers,” one demanded as he got there.
  


  
    Then from above, the bosun’s voice cut through the air like a knife. “Jax! You drunken whore’s son! I should leave you there and make you swim after the ship! Get your lazy arse up here!”
  


  
    Jim successfully looked unfocused and unsure. He fumbled in his shirt as if he was trying to find his papers, and the bosun roared, “Now, damn your eyes!”
  


  
    The marine shook his head slightly and said, “Go on, then.”
  


  
    Jim went up the gangway and received an ungentle slap to the back of the head as he passed the bosun, another of the few agents left in the military he could trust. Jim would no doubt get punishment, and the rest of the crew knew better than to question the presence of a newcomer if the bosun knew him: they’d assumed he’d sailed with that man before and was getting a second chance, a story that Jim would relay if asked.
  


  
    He hurried below, stowed his gear, then headed back on deck. He might reek of spirits, but he was not drunk, so he quickly made his way to the topgallants and made ready to lower sail.
  


  
    Jim felt an unusual sinking in his stomach and realized that never before in his life had he felt this sense of foreboding. And he felt an unfamiliar pang; he was betraying Bill the Butcher. Usually such treachery would hardly give him a moment’s pause, but for some reason this time he felt bad about condemning the man to death. He realized that despite what he had said to Bill, he really did want to get out of this business and what he had said to Karrick was the truth. He would quit and find a suitable replacement for both Jim Dasher of Krondor and James Jamison, agent of the King.
  


  
    For a brief moment, Jim could hang in the yards, his feet supported only by footropes, as he waited for the command to lower sail. He reflected on his decision and knew it was the right one; he was spent. He would die for the Crown, but he would not waste away for it.
  


  
    He wondered how his counterparts, Kaseem and especially Franciezka, were doing and hoped they were experiencing better fortune than he was at the moment.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka Sorboz crouched low behind a decorative hedge, one hand resting on a lethal dagger. The blade was coated with a venom that would paralyse whoever was cut within seconds, preventing an alarm being raised. For an instant she was struck by the incongruity of sneaking into the very palace in which she often resided, the defences for which she had helped to fashion. She particularly loved this garden, behind the guest quarters now occupied by Lord John Worthington. She remembered lovely summer nights like this with the air spiced by the scent of jasmine and gardenia.
  


  
    Franciezka wore tight-fitting travel togs and boots designed to permit quick movement, and minimize snagging on branches or the iron spikes embedded into the wall she had just climbed.
  


  
    She was desperate to break the stalemate within the palace. The King and Queen were locked up in their apartments, sumptuous surroundings for certain, but no less a prison. All communication with the household staff and the government were being conducted through Lord John Worthington’s most trusted lackeys.
  


  
    Franciezka was reduced to a handful of agents she could trust, but none were placed close enough to the royal family to help. Her entire organization had been designed to look outward, at Kesh and the Isles and the Eastern Kingdoms, not inward. Kesh might have their secret police, but it was not under Kaseem Hazara-Khan’s purview. Jim used his Mockers in Krondor and his contacts with other criminal elements to gather information, but given the politics and history of the Kingdom of the Isles, a revolt by the nobility was more likely than any popular uprising, and the last one they had endured was over three hundred years ago.
  


  
    Roldem’s population was far more homogenous than either rival nation. The Isles and Kesh were like conquered city-states and regions forged into a single empire or kingdom by centuries of occupation and absorption. But Yabon was different to Rillanon, and the Isalani people were nothing like the Truebloods of the Overn Deep. Roldem had always been one people.
  


  
    Given Roldem’s history, a coup d’état was unthinkable. And even under Lord John’s offices, it didn’t feel like a coup, at least not yet.
  


  
    But something was underway that was creating disastrous consequences for the Kingdom of Roldem. Trade was at a standstill and the only goods produced on the island were still in abundance, but they were quickly being consumed or bought up by speculators. She reckoned they were less than three months from a scarcity that would have the population demanding an end to the Keshian blockade. A month after that would come food riots in the streets of the capital.
  


  
    She moved along the wall, alert to any passing patrols or guards, but found this portion of the palace unguarded. She wasn’t entirely sure why, as the rest of the complex was ringed with guards.
  


  
    A loyal servant had mentioned that something was planned for Lord John’s private quarters, as instructions had been given that two hours after sunset his quarters were to be sealed off and he was not to be disturbed until he personally opened the doors. No visitors were scheduled but he had requested that food and wine be provided. Even his son and most trusted aides were being ordered out of his quarters.
  


  
    His determination for privacy played to her advantage, because he had ordered the guards who might patrol outside his quarters out of this garden. They were now patrolling on the street beyond the wall she had clambered over, their usual routine disrupted and their vigilance compromised. Not that they were ever that vigilant, thought Franciezka as she moved through shadows; the palace guards not detailed to protect the royal family were soldiers of little value used mostly for ceremony. She crossed an open expanse of lawn to reach the wall of the palace, ducking into the shadow of an elm tree that would cut the afternoon’s glare through the terrace windows of Lord John Worthington’s quarters.
  


  
    She was determined to discover what it was Lord John was up to. Inching her way to the balcony outside Lord John’s private quarters, she listened.
  


  
    She could hear men’s voices inside, though the words were indistinct. She peered up over the edge of the balcony, between stone risers and then ducked back down. Lord John’s quarters had large glass doors opening on to a broad low balcony, and in the heat of summer he had left them open. But getting up over the railing would prove difficult without being seen.
  


  
    Glancing up again, she saw that the two men in the room with Lord John had their backs to her, so she moved to the closest point to the wall where the balcony began, just out of Lord John’s line of vision, and nimbly leapt up to the rail, then down, landing silently. Her knees hurt slightly and she realized she was starting to feel her age.
  


  
    She crouched down, back against the wall, knowing that on either side of the doors were matching framed floor-to-ceiling windows with sashed curtains. Pulling a small folded hood out of her belt, she quickly donned it. Black knit with two eye holes, it would not reflect the light coming though the glass. She inched her way along the wall until she was just next to the edge of the glass surrounding the doors and peered in. Her eyes widened and only the most rigorous training over the years kept her from exclaiming.
  


  
    There were three John Worthingtons in the room!
  


  
    They looked identical: could they be triplets? One was clearly Lord John, unmistakable in the forest-green jacket he preferred to wear most days. The other Lord John was dressed like a Keshian noble of the Trueblood, bare-chested and shaven headed, with a circlet of gold ending with Keshian royal falcons upon his brow, arm bands of gold, and cross-gartered sandals. He wore a heavy linen skirt, girdled with a wide crocodile hide belt fastened with a gold claps.
  


  
    The third Lord John was dressed like a noble of the Kingdom of the Isles, and it was he who was speaking.
  


  
    “This is unwise. We should not be gathered together in one place.”
  


  
    “Brothers,” answered the Lord John she knew. “There is no risk. Roldem is at peace, albeit a fragile one, so this is the safest place to meet. Kesh is crawling with guards, legionaries, nobles armed to the teeth ready to kill one another, and that palace has few places to be unobserved. The Kingdom is still infected with those damned agents of Lord James’s grandson.”
  


  
    The Isles version of Lord John said, “I’ve had most of them out, those that I couldn’t turn. His skill in picking agents with strong minds… our magic was not as effective as we thought it might be. Good resources were wasted when we had to start cutting throats.”
  


  
    The one Franciezka thought of as the “real” Lord John said, “I had the same experience here, but the Lady Franciezka’s agents were not as numerous. Roldem has grown complacent over the centuries.”
  


  
    Franciezka bristled, but kept listening.
  


  
    “Still, the two elder princes are out to sea somewhere, Grandprey is in the mountains with a large part of the army still loyal to the Crown, and the Princess is missing, almost certainly off the island by now. So, our plans for Roldem must be placed in abeyance for the time being. How fare things in Kesh?”
  


  
    The Keshian answered. “Their intelligence is crushed and Hazara-Khan hides in the northern desert among his kin. The desert people have always been loyal but they are far from the capital. There is nothing to keep us from moving forward with our plans in the City of Kesh.”
  


  
    “Good,” said the real Lord John. “Let us inaugurate the second stage of our plan when you return. What of the Isles?”
  


  
    “It is most well suited for our next phase. There is no announced heir, but many potential claimants. We have displaced their armies, so the King’s Armies of the West cannot respond to any calls for aid from our valley.”
  


  
    Franciezka frowned. Our valley? she wondered.
  


  
    “Good, then see King Gregory on his way as soon as you return.”
  


  
    Franciezka’s heart pounded. These three men, brothers, whatever they were, planned on murdering the King of the Isles!
  


  
    The Keshian asked, “What of the elves? I can order our forces outside of Ylith to E’bar if needs be.”
  


  
    “Those damned elves are impossible,” said the “real” Lord John.
  


  
    The Isles John said, “Every agent we’ve dispatched, from either Isles or Kesh has failed to report back. We assume them dead at the hands of those Star Elves.”
  


  
    The real John said, “All we can do is what we’ve done before; throw what’s left of the demon legion at them and keep them busy until it’s too late for them to take a hand.”
  


  
    “We’d best depart,” said the Keshian. “I hold no belief we shall be able to dispatch the Emperor: too many attempts over the years makes it problematic; but we can certainly keep Kesh so occupied with this war that they will be ineffective in challenging us.”
  


  
    “Then to you, brother,” said the real John, “comes the task of beginning our great work.”
  


  
    “I lack certain advantages,” said the Isles John. “If I had killed Duke James, there would be too much scrutiny. I’ve isolated his grandson and rendered him impotent, but he’s still out there somewhere and not to be underestimated. I lack the convenience of a son to marry to a princess so my motives are somewhat questioned. Still, they are Kingdom simpletons and think merely of personal gain; they see me positioning myself as the next Duke of Rillanon, and that answers all their questions as to my actions.”
  


  
    “Raw ambition is so easy for these humans to understand,” said the real John. “The boy I charmed into thinking I was his father fits the role admirably. And those I control will rally to support his marriage to the Princess, if we can find her. I almost regret the need to kill him when the time comes.”
  


  
    “Regret?” asked the Keshian.
  


  
    “I said almost,” replied Lord John. “Now, let us be about our tasks. Our master grows impatient and his wrath is not to be courted. Let us serve and serve quickly.”
  


  
    Suddenly the two visiting versions of Lord John vanished from sight leaving only a faint grey smoke hanging in the air. Franciezka pulled her head away from the window and without hesitation leapt from the balcony and sprinted for the outside wall. She had no idea how she was going to find Jim and get word to him, but someone was about to try to kill his king and he might be the only man in the Isles who could save him.
  


  
    With almost effortless ease, as the stress of the moment made her heart pound and her limbs feel light, she leapt onto a trellis and from there to the branch of a tree near the wall, then on top of the wall, avoiding the iron spikes, and over the wall to the cobbles on the other side.
  


  
    Within seconds the Lady Franciezka Sorboz was lost in the darkness.
  


  



  • Chapter Twelve •


  


  Onslaught


  
    

  


  
    Martin shouted.
  


  
    “Damn!” He slammed his fist against the table.
  


  
    Brendan shook his head at his brother’s frustration as they sat alone in the kitchen of the mayor’s house.
  


  
    Martin’s vexation was self-directed, but he managed to get the attention of everyone in the room. Brendan signalled to the two cooks and their three helpers that he needed time alone with his brother. They exchanged glances; then the head cook nodded and they left through the back door.
  


  
    “What is it?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    After the water demon assault, Martin had been reorganizing the city’s meagre defences, while Miranda and Nakor had been interrogating the rogue magician, Akesh. Brendan had spent that time inventorying the city’s remaining resources and had given Martin the list to read a half-hour ago.
  


  
    Martin appeared lost in though and didn’t answer his brother’s question.
  


  
    In the three days since that assault, the Keshian commander had been obviously content to take his time and return to a more mundane approach to siegecraft. He was constructing massive trebuchets on the crest of the western road, and it was obvious he would soon begin pounding at the gates of the city.
  


  
    Bolton had made a thorough investigation of the old keep above the city and the escape tunnel that led to a short distance behind the Keshians’ position. Martin was desperately trying to concoct a plan to send men through that tunnel and assault the trebuchets, set them ablaze and then escape, but he was convinced there was no way to do that without losing every man on the raid, as well as having no guarantee that the siege engines would be destroyed.
  


  
    “What’d I’d give for one company of heavy horse right now,” he said. In his mind he could see them cutting through the Keshian defences, enabling the raid against the trebuchets to work. Then the absurdity of his position struck him and he said, “If I’m wasting wishes, I should wish for the bulk of the King’s Armies of the West to be marching up from the south.”
  


  
    Brendan pushed away a now-empty lunch plate. Stores were beginning to be a problem, so Martin had ordered rationing. Bethany had successfully argued for full rations for those fighting and half-rations for the rest. When Miranda and Nakor told him about the wagon caravan parked outside the city, he had sent out a detail to bring them in only to discover they had turned back toward Zün when the last attack had begun. He now was questioning his own ability to protect this city.
  


  
    He had nearly had a stroke from anger when he learned how easily the Keshian demon-summoners had infiltrated the city, and had put Bolton in charge of interrogating every traveller still incarcerated in the inn at the city gate and a nearby store converted to housing. He wasn’t certain how effective the young captain might be in ferreting out more Keshian agents, but it was better than just waiting for one to reveal himself to the detriment of the city.
  


  
    Martin felt overwhelmed, and was doing his best to hide that, but both Brendan and Bethany knew he was approaching his limit. It was one thing to study tactics, strategy, siegecraft, and the other military subjects, and to command a garrison for a short time as field experience, but it was quite another to bear responsibility for a city at war. Granted, most of the inhabitants had fled, but there were still women and children within these walls and while everything he had studied said the same thing— focus on the military aspects and let the civilians fend for themselves— still he could not bring himself to pretend they were not here, not a responsibility, not his responsibility.
  


  
    Brendan waited for his brother to relax slightly before he said, “We have what we have.”
  


  
    Martin nodded, pushing aside the list. Food was not critical yet, but it would be. Water was not a problem due to the numerous wells inside the walls. Arrows were becoming important, mostly because the finely fashioned ones had all been spent and now they were relying on those fashioned by boys pressed into acting as fletchers, using whatever feathers could be found for each flight. Weapons were not yet critical, either, but uninjured men to wield them was his most pressing need.
  


  
    Earlier in the day he had seen the Keshians moving at the ridge line, the first sign the Keshian commander was getting ready for a conventional attack.
  


  
    At last he said, “An attack through the tunnel from the keep to take out those siege engines risks too much. I think we’d lose too many men and might gain nothing tangible from it. Moreover, we’d have to block the tunnel to prevent the Keshians from using it and I’d like it available to us against future need.”
  


  
    Brendan couldn’t find any reason to disagree so he merely nodded.
  


  
    Glancing around, Martin realized they were alone in the kitchen. “Where is everybody?”
  


  
    “Giving us a little privacy.”
  


  
    Martin grunted. He waved his hand in the general direction of the front gate to the city. “The Keshians still mount a superior force, despite that fiasco with the demons. Even with their magician neutralized by Miranda and Nakor, they have the strength to beat down the door eventually and walk right in. We’re beginning to run low on supplies and in another week, we’ll be at less than half-rations.” His voice lowered. “And then the real panic begins. If we’re still here defending. And to defend the city we have an untried boy with delusions of military genius.”
  


  
    Brendan laughed.
  


  
    “What?” barked Martin, looking annoyed.
  


  
    “I’m sorry,” said Brendan, “really, I am, but for a moment you were again the angry brother who couldn’t quite beat Hal at a game. You used to pout like a little girl.”
  


  
    Martin’s eyes widened. “I did not!”
  


  
    “You did so,” said Brendan. “And you were doing it again. Look, be kind to yourself a moment, and stop wading in pity. If the King’s Marshall was here, with only what you have to defend with, nothing more, do you think he would have managed any better? What would he do? Gather everyone in the city square and with a rousing speech, get them all fired up so they’d charge out the gate and thrash the Keshians to the last, man and boy?”
  


  
    Martin started to chuckle. “All right, a little pity if you must.”
  


  
    “You’re doing as well as any man, I reckon.”
  


  
    Miranda and Nakor came into the kitchen. Between them was a very obviously beaten Keshian magician. Both of his eyes were swollen, the left completely shut, and he couldn’t manage to put his weight on his left foot without wincing. “We have wrung everything from him we could,” Miranda said to Martin.
  


  
    Nakor said, “It’s not his fault, really. It seems someone put some ideas in his head.”
  


  
    “Magic?” inquired Martin.
  


  
    Miranda nodded, while Nakor said, “It’s a very subtle trick. I think it’s been there in his head a very long time, years perhaps, so that he thinks everything he did was his own idea, but really, someone else made him do it.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “I’m not sure I understand. You’re saying he’s some sort of dupe?”
  


  
    “Hard to say,” replied Nakor. “He may have been thinking bad things before this trick, or he might have been thinking good things, and the trick turned him bad.” He grinned apologetically.
  


  
    “Either way he’s a traitor,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “To whom?” said Martin. “He’s Keshian. How is he a traitor?”
  


  
    Miranda realized that one fault with having dual memories was that she sometimes forgot the context of things, certain nuances. Martin was ignorant of the Conclave so he would have no notion of Akesh’s disloyalty to Pug. Improvising, she went on, “I was speaking of the Assembly of Magicians at Stardock. They are pledged to neutrality, no matter where they are born.”
  


  
    Before another word was spoken, a loud crashing from the direction of the front gate was followed by alarm bells and horns. “Damn,” said Martin. “The attack is starting.”
  


  
    He stood, grabbed his sword belt from where it hung on the back of a chair, and watched in shock as Miranda reached out and seized Akesh by the throat and with a squeeze effortlessly crushed his windpipe. The magician fell to the stone floor, gasping for breath that would not come and in a moment his face turned blue and he died, eyes open.
  


  
    “Why?” demanded Martin.
  


  
    “Because,” said Miranda, “he was a traitor. And who can you spare to guard him? He may have been beaten within an inch of his life, but you have no one besides Nakor and me who could deal with his magic once he recovered.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded. “I knew him; he was not what I would call powerful, but he had tricks that would hurt you if he used them behind your lines.”
  


  
    “What would you have us do, stand over him so that if you somehow survive this war we can take him back to Stardock so he can be tried and executed there?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    Her eyes fixed on Martin and suddenly he knew fear. There was something behind those eyes that was powerful and unnatural and he wished no part of it. “Fine,” he said sharply. He could not be distracted by this now. He turned to Brendan and said, “Find someone on the staff to dispose of this body. I fear we’re going to have many more to add to the pile before this fight is over.”
  


  
    Brendan nodded, turned and headed to the rear of the kitchen just as the alarmed-looking staff began to return. He pointed to the corpse of the traitor and said, “See to that, then get ready to care for the wounded!”
  


  
    Then the two brothers raced toward the coming battle.
  


  
    Martin ordered the men off the wall and stationed two lookouts on rooftops behind it. The Keshian trebuchets were merciless. At this distance they looked almost like child’s toys, but there was nothing remotely amusing about them. Large towers with an asymmetrical swinging arm and a basket full of heavy rocks at the short end, and a sling at the long end, they could hurl a boulder it took four men to lift as a child would throw a pebble.
  


  
    There were four of them on the crest of the road, and they flung their heavy missiles in order, the farthest to the left first: one, two, three, four; then over again, the first being reloaded by the time the fourth had released a massive stone. To those in the city it felt like an endless barrage. Those stones that struck the wall bounced away, showering the ground before the city with masonry dust, dirt, and shattered builder’s blocks. Those that hit the gate caused the metal hinges to protest with a shriek while the wood groaned as ancient grain was parted and splintered.
  


  
    A few stones topped the wall to bounce into buildings or careen down boulevards and an unwary defender was lucky to be spared a shattered leg or crushed skull as the boulder bounded by. A few were not so lucky and were carried to the mayor’s house or the inn across the street, where those detailed to receive the wounded waited to care for them.
  


  
    Brendan and Martin stood exposed and wary in the main street, ready to duck around the corner should they have to avoid a boulder. Martin had ordered Bethany and Lily to care for the wounded and protect them should the Keshians get that far into the city. Bethany had appeared ready to be defiant, but at the last had merely nodded and left to do as asked. Martin couldn’t be sure that would last. He also knew it futile to order her out of the city. She was her father’s daughter and she would fight until the last. She also would be disinclined to let the Keshians take her alive; she knew what happened to attractive young women taken in war; if she and Lily survived the rape of the city, they would be bound for a slaver’s pen in Durbin. It would be a miracle if anyone informed the commander that she was the daughter of nobility and worth a ransom, and Bethany would certainly not say a word while others around her faced such a fate.
  


  
    A stone smashed into the gate and the entire front of the wall trembled. “A few more of those and they’ll come charging in,” said Brendan.
  


  
    Martin shouted up to the closest lookout, high on the rooftop above, “Do you see horse?”
  


  
    “Just now, my lord,” he replied. “They’re riding slowly around the siege engines and taking up position. They do not appear to be in any hurry.”
  


  
    “They can wait,” said Brendan. He glanced at the sun and said, “Why wait until noon to begin the assault? Why not attack at dawn?”
  


  
    “Darkness means confusion and terror, and that benefits the Keshians. Had he begun at dawn, the gates would be down now and we’d have had time to organize defensives throughout the city. Now if we try that, it’s in the dark.”
  


  
    “How long can we hold?”
  


  
    Martin said, “I don’t know. Every man and boy is willing; this is their home they’re defending and the Keshians lost many men with that demon attack. If we can wear them down between here and the city square…” He was silent for a minute, then said, “Get a company. Go find anything, furniture, shelving, storage crates, whatever is at hand and build a barrier in the square.” He knelt and drew a semi-circle in the earth. “Here is that weaver’s shop, the one with the green door? Start here and stretch it across to here, the butcher’s. I want it twelve feet high with whatever you can stand on behind it, so that it’s a breastwork.”
  


  
    “The miller’s!” Brendan exclaimed suddenly. “There are hundreds of bags of grain spoiled for sitting there and no way to get it out of the city! That’ll make a sturdy breastwork, Martin!”
  


  
    Martin smiled. “Good. Build steps behind so a man can fire a bow over it. When I give the order here, I want the archers to fall back and be ready there to shoot crossing the square. Do you understand?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Brendan.
  


  
    As he was about to leave, Martin seized him by the arm. “That odd little ballista from LaMut, where is it?”
  


  
    “We moved it a couple of times. I’ll find Sergeant Ruther, he’ll know. Why?”
  


  
    “Take a wagon and put it in the middle and if you see any heavy horse ride into that square, use it on them. They’ll be bunched up and unable to spread out, so that might prove a nasty surprise. Go, and spread the word.”
  


  
    Brendan nodded once then dashed off.
  


  
    Boulders thundered into the walls and the air became thicker with stone and mortar dust. Hours dragged on and the sun crawled across the sky.
  


  
    Martin waited patiently until with an ear-shattering twist of wood, the gate on the right pulled loose from its upper hinges. Martin shouted, “Return to the walls!”
  


  
    He saw the two elves and waved them over. There was something he couldn’t quite put his finger on about the one called Arkan, but Calis had been a family friend since the time of his great-grandfather and namesake. When they reached him he said, “I have a favour to ask of you.”
  


  
    Arkan said nothing, studying the young leader. Calis said, “Ask.”
  


  
    “I plan on leaving that wall quickly and retreating to a secondary position within the city square. We have many inexperienced youngsters up on the wall. If you would each take one side of the gate to ensure they do not waste arrows or freeze and do nothing, and then make sure they leave quickly when the order is given, I would be in your debt.”
  


  
    Calis said, “Of course.” Arkan looked at Martin and something akin to approval crossed his face briefly, and he nodded.
  


  
    They hurried off to opposites sides of the main boulevard into the city, while Martin reviewed his strategy. His plan was to bleed the Keshians with two or three volleys of arrows as they charged the gate, confident he’d have enough time to retreat to the barricade Brendan was now finishing. He had dispatched runners with his final plan. He hadn’t really had a plan until a few short time before, but he told the men he didn’t want to confuse the orders until the last minute. Sergeants Magwin and Ruther were both positioned with flying companies at the first intersection of streets behind Martin’s position, to encourage the Keshians along the path of least resistance.
  


  
    Then Martin heard the horns. The Keshian commander was ordering the advance.
  


  
    “Archers! To the walls!” Martin bellowed and his own voice sounded strong and confident to his own ears, which surprised him as he felt anything but strong and confident.
  


  
    He hurried forward through a cloud of dust and saw that the gate on the right was almost off its hinges and realized that the Keshian commander had made his first mistake. It was a natural choke point as no more than two or three men at a time could climb into the city through the gap between the edge of the gate and the wall. The Keshians would try to flood the breech, for to wait for horse and chain to drag away the gate risked losing it to a defenders’ rally. As Martin hurried up the steps to the wall, the nearest lookout shouted, “They’re bringing a ram, my lord!”
  


  
    As he topped the shattered palisade, half crumbled and littered with rubble, he saw a hooded ram being propelled by a company of riders. It was tented, providing the men inside with protection from arrow fire and burning oil.
  


  
    Calis said, “I can’t see anyone inside it.”
  


  
    The elf’s eyesight was superior to Martin’s own, for at this distance he couldn’t tell. Soon, the ram picked up enough speed he knew no man could run and push that fast. Instead the riders were pulling it with ropes and were starting to pick up speed. Suddenly Martin had an idea what was happening and shouted, “Off the walls! Everyone off!”
  


  
    They didn’t need to be told twice. Martin he ran down the stairs, crying, “Archers to the square! Man the barricade! Runners to me!”
  


  
    Two boys, almost comical in oversized helmets and huge quilted vests appeared, stern expressions on their faces. “You,” he pointed to one, “find Sergeant Ruther. You,” he said to the other, “find Sergeant Magwin. Tell them to pull back out of sight and wait until the Keshians are into the square, then hit them from behind.” He jabbed his two fists together for emphasis. “Like the horns of a bull! At their discretion they are to pull back, circle around the side streets and get behind the barricade if needs be. Do you understand?”
  


  
    Both boys nodded and ran off. Men flooded past the city’s youthful commander as he watched the now-empty wall. He hated sending boys on errands of war, but he had no one else.
  


  
    Nakor appeared at his side. “What are you thinking?”
  


  
    “Where have you been?”
  


  
    “Looking around. Trying to think of some tricks.”
  


  
    “Did you think of any?”
  


  
    “Not yet but they’re not here yet.”
  


  
    “Where’s Miranda?”
  


  
    “She is making sure there are more no magicians with the Keshians. That would be bad.” Nakor watched the retreating bowmen and asked, “And, again, what are you thinking with all this running away from the wall?”
  


  
    “I’m thinking that ram isn’t a ram, but a tented wagon with some barrels of Quegan Oil.”
  


  
    With a grin Nakor said, “I didn’t think of that. That’s a very good trick.” Then the grin faded, “But you know what I am thinking?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “If you’re right, we’re standing too close to the gate!”
  


  
    Martin’s eyes widened and without another word the two of them turn and ran up the street as the sound of the rumbling wagon became audible. They were halfway down the street to the first intersection when the wagon slammed into the remains of the gate.
  


  
    The explosion stuck with the force of a thousand battering rams. The gust of air knocked both Martin and Nakor flat to the ground as a wave of heat washed over them. Both had their backs to the gate so neither was blinded, but when they turned over both saw a monstrous fireball rising into the sky. Waves of heat rolled over them as the wooden gates were now ablaze and even the stones seem to burn as the flaming liquid ran down the blackening stones.
  


  
    Helping Nakor to his feet Martin said, “How long do you think it will burn?”
  


  
    Nakor said, “That’s a lot of oil. Hour, maybe longer. That sticky oil takes a while to consume itself.”
  


  
    Martin glanced at the low sun in the east and said, “They’ll hit us after sundown.”
  


  
    “That gives you an hour or more to think up a new strategy.”
  


  
    “Nothing new. We stand and we fight. If Kesh takes this city, the Kingdom will never regain the Far Coast and will lose Yabon into the bargain.”
  


  
    “Well, I’ve seen a lot of fights, with worse odds than you’re facing.”
  


  
    Martin’s brow furrowed. “Really?”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “Well, maybe not many. Say, just a few.” He began walking to the barricade and said, “All right, not a few, but there was this one time…”
  


  
    Martin said, “What?”
  


  
    “I’m trying to make you feel more confident.”
  


  
    “You’re not very good at this are you?”
  


  
    Nakor sighed. “Out of practice, I think.”
  


  
    Martin found and fought an urge to laugh. He had a sick feeling in his stomach that if he started laughing, he might not be able to stop.
  


  
    The defenders readied themselves and after the sun set, they waited through the twilight. Again the two elven archers, the eledhel prince and the moredhel chieftain were given responsibility on either flank to keep the young archers calm.
  


  
    When full darkness was on the city, the Keshian trumpets sounded. Sergeant Ruther had taken a few moments to speak with Martin after he had changed the city’s defensive plans. Now Martin told his brother, “They’ll hit with the heavy horse first, trying to clear out any resistance along the main street. Foot will follow in the traditional Keshian fashion. They’ll try to seize this square and establish a defensible position with pikes and shields to defend against counter-attack. Bowmen will be last. Light cavalry will be held in reserve and loosed to pick off anyone on the edge of battle or chase those who are fleeing to prevent a rally. If they leave their light horse out of the city for an hour or more, we have a chance.”
  


  
    “What do you propose?” asked his brother.
  


  
    “If we can halt the heavy cavalry between the entrance to the square and this barricade, the heavy foot will pile up behind, and they will get jammed together. Pikes will be useless and shields will gain them no benefit. The archers at the rear will then pile up against the heavy foot. Ruther and Magwin will hit the archers first, and should make short work of them hand-to-hand, and then they’ll be carving up the footmen from behind. Swords and knives against pikes in close combat; jammed together, the Keshians number advantage will mean little.”
  


  
    “You sound as if you think we can survive,” observed Brendan.
  


  
    Martin said, “I think we can win!”
  


  
    “As long as the Keshians behave like you expect.”
  


  
    “They’ll behave like Keshians.”
  


  
    “Where are Miranda and Nakor? Some magic right now would be very useful, I think.”
  


  
    “Miranda is ensuring no Keshian magic-users are moving against us. Nakor has run off to make merry with the Keshians in his own fashion,” said Martin. “I wasn’t in a position to tell them how best to use their craft.”
  


  
    “Nor were they likely to listen, anyway,” said Brendan.
  


  
    Horns sounded and there was a rumble as a company of heavy horse began their advance down the boulevard. Two single columns rode side by side, but closer than was customary for protection from possible attacks from side streets. The litter of rubble on the cobbles forced them to advance slower than they would have liked. Even so, Martin knew they could easily overrun his defences if they were not slowed.
  


  
    “Archers!” shouted Martin. “Ready!”
  


  
    The first horses came into view and Martin reached over the barricade and said, “Now!”
  


  
    The two soldiers managing the old ballista from LaMut fired and the bolt flew true into the first pair of horses, cutting through them to slice into the pair behind, and the third pair, before losing energy and landing with a heavy thud on the ground before the fourth pair of riders. The vanguard was disrupted as horses shrieked and riders were tossed as the first six animals struck went down, thrashing and shrieking in pain.
  


  
    As Martin had hoped, the assault faltered before it was begun and riders cursed as those still alive before them fought to free themselves from thrashing or dead mounts.
  


  
    The two men in the wagon quickly reloaded the ballista and fired a second shot which took down another pair of riders. “I don’t think you can do more!” shouted Martin. “Break that thing and get back over the wall.” One man leaped onto the barricade and was hauled over by those waiting to help, while the other soldier took a heavy blacksmith’s mallet to the ballista, breaking the firing mechanism so that it could not be used against the defenders. He leapt and was also hauled over the barricade.
  


  
    Martin shouted, “Archers! Volley fire! Fire!”
  


  
    A flight of arrows arched up from the barricade, and descended against the horsemen. Screaming men and animals signalled its effectiveness, and the battle for Ylith was fully joined.
  


  
    Martin’s plan worked for the first two hours of the night. Three flights of arrows broke the Keshian heavy cavalry before they could deploy properly and the two sergeants’ companies obliterated the Keshian archers. Calis and Arkan especially were lethal, taking two officers and four sergeants out of the fight.
  


  
    The heavy foot proved to be more difficult than Martin had anticipated, for while they were in no position to inflict significant damage on the Kingdom forces, they were also heavily armoured and able to crouch behind shields, thus protecting themselves from damage.
  


  
    Martin felt a tug on his sleeve and turned to find a blood-spattered boy waiting to report. “What?”
  


  
    “Sergeant Ruther says them Keshians has reserve companies and they’re bringing in their other horse.” He paused for a second with a quizzical expression as if trying to remember if he had got it right. Nodding to himself, he continued, “He says the foot is getting itself organized, so he’s pulling back so as not to get sucked in behind them into the square here, but he can keep those horses from the side streets ’cause it’s narrow and they’ll pick them off one by one.”
  


  
    At this point Martin wasn’t entirely sure which they were going to pick off, but he thought he had the gist of it. He didn’t want to interrupt the boy as he was doing the best he could.
  


  
    “So you should expect all them Keshians to be coming straight at you soon. He’ll do what he can.” The lad paused, then said, “That’s all, my lord.”
  


  
    “You did well. Go to the mayor’s house and help with the wounded.”
  


  
    “Sergeant Ruther’s waiting for me to go back and fight, sir.”
  


  
    “Ruther will know what to do. Do as you’re told, boy, and help with the wounded. It’s important work.”
  


  
    Not hiding his disappointment, the boy turned and scampered off.
  


  
    Brendan said, “Ten?”
  


  
    “Nine, more likely. Got a lot of fight in him.”
  


  
    Martin returned his attention to the far side of the square where footmen were dragging away dead horses, clearing the way for the remaining riders and the heavy infantry behind them.
  


  
    Brendan said, “How do you think they’ll hit us?”
  


  
    “They’ll fan out along either side of the square, then all at once.”
  


  
    “They’ll lose some to the archers that way.”
  


  
    “They have them to lose,” said Martin as the Keshian heavy foot started running in exactly the formation he anticipated, fanning out on either side until they had two men deep opposite the barricade.
  


  
    A trumpet sounded and the footmen advanced at a run. Martin ordered the archers to fire. As he had expected, the bowmen were not as effective as Brendan had anticipated for the Keshians were heavily armoured with quilted jack vests designed to protect from arrows and large shields they could easily crouch behind. When they were halfway to the barricade they sprinted. Every other Keshian solder dropped his shield and grabbed the end of the shield held by the man on his right. The soldiers behind dropped their pikes and shields, drew their swords, leapt atop the held shields and were lifted up; and suddenly Martin and the other defenders had enemies mere inches away.
  


  
    Martin swung his sword at the first face he saw in front of him and the man screamed in pain as he fell back. Others were cut down before they could gain access to the barricade, but the few who did found themselves confronted by a mix of seasoned soldiers from Crydee and many inexperienced militia from Ylith. No matter how willing the militia, they did not have the necessary skill to deal with this assault and suddenly defenders began to die.
  


  
    Martin hewed at another Keshian as a second wave of attackers was lifted up and he cursed himself for not anticipating how the Keshians would get over this breastwork. He had thought the Keshian commander would simply hurl his heavy horse against this position, but instead he was trying to get a foothold on the barricade so that his infantry could knock down the defences and clear away enough bags of grain to make a path. Once the horses were through, the battle was effectively over.
  


  
    Martin swung and parried until his arms felt numb. He could hear shouts behind him, so he assumed the attackers had already gained a foothold somewhere nearby, but he was too pressed to look around and apprehend exactly what was going on. On and on he fought, his mind blank.
  


  
    A momentary pause allowed Martin to scan the defences. They were holding, but barely. He looked to his left and saw the odd elf, Arkan, bow cast aside, wielding a short-sword with what looked to be glee. He was actually grinning as he beheaded a Keshian mounting the barricade with a single blow.
  


  
    Then a shriek of impossible volume split the air and several combatants hesitated or were distracted, and died for it. Martin killed the man trying to come over the breastwork in front of him and when another didn’t immediately appear, cast his glance towards the source of the sound.
  


  
    Miranda was standing on a rooftop pointing her finger at the Keshians and suddenly a ball of fire shot forth, striking the next advancing wave of soldiers in the middle of their formation. It struck the ground and rolled like a wheel, spewing flames in all directions. Men shrieked in terror and pain as they flailed about, their skin and clothing ablaze.
  


  
    The fire seemed almost a thing alive and everywhere it spread it leapt and twisted, tiny gyres of flame that moved oddly, ignoring the direction of wind. Where men slapped at them they suddenly vanished, and eventually the flames suddenly went out, all in a second.
  


  
    Martin didn’t know what he had expected, but the fireball had been effective in blunting the attack, for a few minutes at least. The Keshians withdrew a short distance and the defenders gained a short respite.
  


  
    Martin looked up again, but Miranda had vanished from the rooftop.
  


  
    Too exhausted to consider whether this would be the only contribution the magician from Sorcerer’s Isle was making, he returned to await the next wave of attackers.
  


  
    It took the Keshians nearly half an hour to regroup from Miranda’s attack, then once again they came on. In that time Martin had drunk water, poured some over his face, listened to reports he wasn’t sure he understood, and discovered that at some point he had been struck a glancing blow on the head. He was covered in blood, most of it his own. He remembered what his father had taught him; scalp wounds looked ghastly, but were rarely fatal.
  


  
    Miranda had cleared the square in front of the barricade, and Arkan, reclaiming his bow, had killed enough retreating Keshians that the survivors had retreated half a block up the main boulevard. But Martin knew they would be back soon.
  


  
    Horns sounded and once more the Keshians came, and Martin and the defenders braced themselves for another assault. Through the next hour Martin lost the ability to organize his thoughts. His entire being was consumed by the need to raise his sword to ward off attacks, or to kill attackers. He heard things and saw things, but mind did not retain those sounds and images, his only concern was staying on this wall.
  


  
    Then somehow a Keshian atop a shield leapt at him, knocking him off the grain bags to the hard packed earth of the city square. Martin lost his grip on his sword, but had his belt knife out and rolled to his feet, only to be bowled over again by the Keshian soldier. They grappled, each man with his hand locked around the wrist of the other, each seeking to drive home the blade he held.
  


  
    Martin rolled with the man atop him. He drew up his right leg, trying to get his knee under the man so he could lever him off. It proved a vain attempt, for the Keshian was relatively fresh to the fight and Martin was close to exhaustion. He could feel his left arm giving out as the Keshian tried to position his blade above him, and in a blinding moment of panic he thrashed to the right. The blade struck the ground next to Martin’s face, and the Keshian drew back. Instead of keeping his grip, Martin let go and the man pulled back with too much force. Martin struck with his now-free left hand, jamming his fingers into the man’s windpipe. The blow was not fatal, but it startled his opponent enough that he hesitated and reflexively reached for his throat, loosening his grip on Martin’s knife hand. Martin slid his hand free, along the ground and hit the man in the ribs.
  


  
    It was another non-lethal blow, but it gained Martin a moment, and he reached across his own chest and struck a backhanded blow, his blade slicing through the man’s throat. Martin rolled and tried to get to his feet, but his legs wobbled.
  


  
    Steadying hands gripped him from behind and Sergeant Ruther said, “Time to go, sir!”
  


  
    Martin shook his head to clear it. “The light horse?”
  


  
    “We held them up as long as we could, and the Keshians are now in the square. We need to fall back to the mayor’s house—” The sergeant’s eyes widened and he went limp. A Keshian soldier pulled out the blade he had just stuck in Ruther’s back and began to strike at Martin.
  


  
    Martin leapt back, looking around for a weapon, and saw his sword a few feet away. He jumped for it as the Keshian’s blade parted the air where he had been, hit the ground and rolled. He came to his feet, barely able to stand, but in a defensive crouch. He was ready to die where he stood rather than retreat another step.
  


  
    The Keshian soldier was fresh and he grinned as he approached, ready to quickly dispose of the obviously exhausted young defender. He raised his sword for a killing blow.
  


  
    Martin was determined he would not merely give in. He grimaced at the Keshian, working out in his head how he would parry and riposte.
  


  
    As he did so a horn sounded, a call Martin had not yet heard.
  


  
    The Keshian hesitated, then when the call was repeated, he stepped back, his expression a mixture of confusion, anger, and resignation. He held his sword tightly, ready to defend himself, then raised his free hand palm outward and stepped back. He slowly moved his sword so the point was up and away, mimicking his free hand, almost a sign of submission, or at least a show he was no longer a threat. He continued to step back until he reached the grain bags, where he was forced to glance around to find a way back through the now-crumbled defence.
  


  
    Martin glanced one way then the other and saw that every Keshian not locked in close combat was doing likewise. Those still fighting were trying to disengage themselves and a few managed, though a few died trying.
  


  
    Martin looked to his left and saw a blood-covered Brendan standing with a confused expression to match his brother’s as the Keshians slowly backed way. The sounds of struggle fell away, to be replaced by the huffing of tired men, the moans and cries of the wounded, and the sounds of crackling flames from a fire that had broken out somewhere nearby.
  


  
    The Keshians continued to back away, at a slow, steady pace, until they were back on the other side of the square. Martin staggered over to one of the breeches in the grain bags and Brendan came to his side.
  


  
    “Why?” asked Brendan. “They won. Why are they withdrawing?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” said Martin and his voice sounded raw and hoarse in his own ears.
  


  
    “Are you injured?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “A small scalp cut.”
  


  
    “Looks worse than it is,” finished Brendan, looking dazed. “Father was right. It looks a fright.”
  


  
    A horseman rode into view from the main street bearing a white banner. He reined in.
  


  
    Martin shouted, “Hold!” as bowmen began to draw a bead on him. “Truce is called!”
  


  
    The herald slowly rode forward. Behind him came the Keshian commander. They halted just the other side of the barricade. “We meet again, young lord!”
  


  
    Martin could barely speak. He lifted his sword in an awkward salute. At last he said, “Did you come to surrender, my lord?”
  


  
    The Keshian laughed. “You have fine spirit, my worthy opponent. Orders have reached me. The war is over.”
  


  
    “Over?” said Brendan. Whispering to Martin he said, “It’s a trick.”
  


  
    “Why? They were minutes away from victory.” Martin kept his eyes on the Keshian commander.
  


  
    Hearing the exchange the Keshian commander said, “No duplicity, young sirs. Orders reached me by ship and rider no more than a half-hour ago. My only delay was in sending orders to my field commander to sound the call for disengagement. What you heard was the call for parlay. My orders are to hold what we’ve taken, but to advance no more. Armistice is granted. We will, however, respond with vigour if attacked, but we will no longer attack until this matter is resolved.”
  


  
    “What does that mean?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “It means what I said.” He motioned with his hand. “The city up to that barricade is mine, the rest is yours. We will let our masters judge who is victorious this day. Your king and my emperor, blessings be upon him, shall decide how much or little was gained and lost this day.”
  


  
    Martin looked at the carnage around him and said, “The gods robbed you of victory today, my lord.”
  


  
    Nodding, the Keshian commander said, “Or gave you one as a gift, young lord.” Turning his horse, he rode away and left his deputy commander shouting orders to those men still ready to fight. Slowly the Keshians withdrew, save those positioned as sentries along what might some day be a frontier, but for now was an arbitrary line cutting the city of Ylith in half.
  


  
    The two brothers, numb from fatigue, terror, and bloodshed stood looking at one another, wondering what had just happened.
  


  



  • Chapter Thirteen •


  


  Search


  
    

  


  
    Jim threw his knife.
  


  
    It struck the wall next to Jacobo’s ear and the stout trader reached up and touched his left lobe. His fingertips came away smeared with blood. “Why are you doing this, Jim?”
  


  
    “Because trust is rare these days and while I have no proof you are disloyal, I want to make it clear just how difficult a time I’m having these days.” Still garbed as a common sailor, Jim was visiting an old contact in Rodez. He was on his way to Ran, either by ship or fast horse depending on which was more expedient. To discover his safest course, he had decided to visit Jacobo. “I need information that is timely and accurate, and honest, or that will not be the last drop of your blood you see this day.”
  


  
    Jim regarded the portly man. He affected simple garb, though he was one of the wealthiest traders in the region: a short-sleeved linen shirt and stout woollen trousers. His only indulgence in vanity appeared to be a single ring of silver worn in his right ear. Perspiration beaded on his brow and the top of his head, now bald and fringed with long, greying hair. Jim had always thought his eyes beady, but now they were wide, showing them to be a vivid cornflower blue.
  


  
    “I have never been anything but loyal and honest, Jim!”
  


  
    Jacobo the merchant was a dealer in general stores, selling to ships outward bound, buying from merchants across the Sea of Kingdoms and, up to this late unpleasantness, one of Jim’s most valuable assets. He was neither part of Jim’s criminal organization nor his royal operatives, but was a source of intelligence with little regard for who was paying him gold. Jim had never attempted to recruit him as an asset for either of his organizations, rather letting him remain apart. Now that seemed like brilliant planning, even though at the time it had just been a whim. Jacobo’s deal with Jim was simple; Jim got anything of value first, then Jacobo was free to sell the same information to anyone who came looking so long as Jim’s advantage was not compromised. How long Jacobo remained silent was a function of how much Jim paid. The more gold, the more time. Rarely Jim had bought his complete silence. The arrangement seemed suitable for both parties.
  


  
    “I need a few facts cleared up,” said Jim, walking over to the wall and pulling the dagger out. They were in the back room of Jacobo’s shop. Jim’s ship had sailed in on the morning tide and been escorted to a dockside berth. He had been part of the crew rowing the towing boat, and after that he had come ashore and tied off, then merely walked away. Captains were always looking out to prevent sailors from jumping ship, but never at their destination when the only task left was to pay them off.
  


  
    “Whatever you wish, Jim! Please, I’ve never broken a trust with you. Never!”
  


  
    At this point Jim had no option but to hope this was true; his own network of agents was so shredded he had no way of knowing upon whom he could rely. When this bloody business was over he would have to begin to slowly rebuild, and those very few agents he still trusted would be overburdened until he could repair the damage done to an espionage network over three generations old.
  


  
    “Let’s start simply,” said Jim, gesturing for Jacobo to sit in a chair in the back room. Jim had already drawn the curtains and placed the closed sign in the front window. They would remain undisturbed. “What news you consider valuable?”
  


  
    Jacobo sat down. “Rumours and stories I hesitate to share with you, lest you count me unreliable.”
  


  
    “Just tell me what you’ve heard and I’ll decide what’s useful and what’s not,” said Jim as he sat opposite the fat merchant. He thumbed his dagger for emphasis and glanced around the cluttered storage area of this store. “You ever going to organize this mess?”
  


  
    The fat merchant said, “It is organized. I know where everything housed here and in three separate warehouses is, Jim.” He tapped the side of his head. “The reason I’m so valuable to you is I remember everything.”
  


  
    Jim conceded to himself that everything Jacobo had reported over the years had been accurate and useful. “Well, then, to it.”
  


  
    “Late last night a royal cutter hove to and a longboat rowed in. As soon as the boat touched the docks a courier dashed to a waiting horse and off he went to the city commander. The Duke of Rodez is in Rillanon, with most of the Congress of Lords, to discuss the conduct of the war, I’d imagine, so the orders to the garrison should have come from him. But instead it appears they came from one Sir William—”
  


  
    “Alcorn,” interrupted Jim, a look of disgust passing over his face. “Go on.”
  


  
    “No official announcement has been made, but the rumour is Kesh and the Kingdom have agreed to some sort of truce.”
  


  
    Jim sat back. He was silent while he weighed up what he had just been told. This was as unexpected as the outbreak of the war had been. Kesh had gained little of importance anywhere except possibly in the west; reports from the Far Coast and Yabon had not yet reached the capital. Certainly in the east they had achieved nothing except spending a great deal of gold and alienating both their neighbouring states.
  


  
    “Go on.”
  


  
    Jacobo seemed at a loss as to what to say next, then his eyes widened and he said, “A trader reports that Kesh holds to their line with ships on sentry, but are allowing Ceresian pirates to enter Kingdom waters to pillage. Prandur’s Gate is said to have been sacked, and pirates are reportedly raiding the smaller towns and villages along the coast between here and Ran.”
  


  
    Jim considered this rumour. The Kingdom was on a war footing and every inch of coastline would be garrisoned with both regular soldiers and levies against any Keshian landing, or ventures by one of the more opportunistic Eastern Kingdoms. So the pirates were either incredibly bold, incredibly stupid, or had some reason not to expect Kingdom intervention. Under normal conditions, a town of any size should hold a garrison large enough to repulse pirates with punishing results. A village, perhaps, could be sacked, but the booty would not amount to enough to pay for the food needed to feed a good-sized pirate crew. Moreover, the Ceresians were rarely organized enough to mount a major raid, usually being content to plunder shipping and fight amongst themselves.
  


  
    His mind raced as he let his imagination run rampant for a full minute, before reining it back in. There was something coalescing in his thinking, but it was not near enough to fruition for him to fully grasp it. There was something about Sir William Alcorn, a pointless war with Kesh, and pirates making free in the waters of the Sea of Kingdoms; under normal circumstances, even should the Kingdom be idly, Kesh would sink every Ceresian dromon and begala they sighted, no questions asked, and any surviving pirate would be hanged at sea or sold into slavery depending on the Keshian captain’s ability to keep prisoners or not. Letting them pass signalled an understanding of some sort.
  


  
    Jim said, “Tell me more of these pirates?”
  


  
    “I know only what I already told you: they come ashore, burn towns, take booty and captives, and the local garrisons hunker down within the walls of their fortresses.” Then a quizzical look passed over Jacobo’s face. “There is this one other thing, Jim: the pirates to seem to be seeking something or someone.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “No one knows, but a trader by name of Gersh, a man of uncommon honesty, told me he had left Ran when the pirates were making a landing near a town called Farborough. Some pirates caught sight of his wagon as he was turning around and began to give chase. But while Gersh looked on in wonder, their leader ordered them back and up into the hills north of the town. Gersh swears they were spreading out as if on a manhunt. Gersh has given votive offerings to Ruthia twice since coming back to Rodez.” Thanks to the Goddess of Luck was more proof the story was true than not.
  


  
    “How long ago did this happen?”
  


  
    “Four days, perhaps five, I’m not certain. Gersh came to me seeking a ship for Ran I might have cargo upon, with which he might bundle his trade goods, for a small fee, of course. I was happy to accommodate him, and as there appears to be a truce verging, it may be that ship will actually get to Ran. First trade goods in after peace is declared will fetch a good price.”
  


  
    Jim had a hunch, but he would not share it with Jacobo. “Anything else?”
  


  
    “Nothing at the moment, unless you wish to hear about trade speculation and hedges against the coming drop in prices of goods if the war ends soon. One man’s opportunity is another man’s disaster.”
  


  
    “No,” said Jim standing. He pointed to Jacobo’s ear. “Sorry about that, but trust has been hard to come by lately. I’ll see you’re taken care of for your troubles. Just remember I was never here and we never spoke.”
  


  
    With a slight smile Jacobo said, “Is someone there? I can’t see anyone or hear anything.”
  


  
    A second later Jim was through the curtains at the front of the store and gone. Jacobo waited for a moment, then stood and slowly made his way to the front of his establishment where he was delighted to find the curtains drawn back and the closed for business sign taken down.
  


  
    Two blocks away, a bored-looking seaman leaned against a piling on the pier, absently whittling at a stick of wood as he glanced around from time to time. Jim had found this location years before and it enabled him to see anyone coming or going from Jacobo’s shop, as the only exit from the alley onto which Jacobo’s back door opened was just three buildings away from the street upon which his shop sat.
  


  
    After half an hour, Jim was satisfied that Jacobo had been telling him the truth, or at least the truth as he knew it, and was not seeking to announce to the that Jim Dasher was in the city. And so Jacobo survived another day to increase his prosperity.
  


  
    Jim looked around one last time, ensuring he was not being observed, and took a deep breath. He had one safe house close by, and he would thoroughly examine every approach to make sure it was clear, then he would go to ground. He would need to spend at least a week to discover the truth behind Jacobo’s rumour of peace. In general, he welcomed such news, but behind it he sensed a great mystery. Who was the shadowy player who had meddled so effectively in the affairs of three great nations, and to what end?
  


  
    Much work lay ahead and there were few if any in the region Jim could safely trust. Still, he was not without his own resources and had others like Jacobo who were not part of the loose criminal brotherhood to whom his role as Upright Man of the Mockers of Krondor gained him access, nor part of his network of royal agents.
  


  
    Knowing that caution overrode urgency, Jim vanished into the crowd in the bustling city of Rodez.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka sat quietly in her study, before the window, knowing she was under observation. She had identified Worthington’s agents weeks before and knew exactly where they were. She had turned it into a bit of a game, having come up with names for each, though she did not yet know their true identities. Right now, she was being observed by “Pierre,” who was situated in a window in a rented room across the square opposite a tiny garden behind her townhouse. “André” was drinking numerous cups of tea at a small table in the café at the corner, which allowed him an unobstructed view of her townhouse’s entrance. At sundown they would be replaced by “Anton” in the room, and “Serge” at the cafe, who would retire to the corner and a miserable doorway in which to huddle after the café closed.
  


  
    She had turned this into a game, slipping in an out of her home unobserved, or making a grand show of leaving to go shopping or the rare trip to the palace to look the part of an unneeded lady-in-waiting to the Queen. The rest of the time she conducted her own business. She had grown so bored with the game she had taken to leaving her window shutters open at night when she bathed so that her silhouette could be seen on the gauze privacy curtain, hoping it teased or annoyed Anton. For a moment her thoughts turned to James Jamison, and she wondered if Jim would be annoyed or amused to discover her teasing. She would be certain to ask him when next they met, if they again met.
  


  
    She tried to be the professional about this, but found her mind often turning to Jim and she realized that a man she already had tried to have killed twice was the only man she’d ever encountered who truly understood her. She felt herself torn between loving him for that and wanting him dead even more. She confessed to herself, not for the first time, that affairs of the heart were not good for her: she was bad at them. It was when she didn’t care that she was her most effective, when she could use her acting skills and her body to convince a man to do whatever she wanted. When she started to care, then she got into difficulties.
  


  
    A serving girl knocked lightly on the door and she bade the girl enter. The maid presented a parchment bearing the royal seal, and said, “From the palace.”
  


  
    Turning away from the girl, she broke the seal on the parchment. Quickly reading the message, she read it again to ensure she hadn’t misunderstood anything. She assumed her observers were likely to know what was in this message. Turning back to her maid, she said, “The royal blue dress, I think, the one with the white-trimmed hem, not the silver. It is after all, court, not a palace gala. Tell Gregor to have the coach ready in an hour. We are going back to the palace.”
  


  
    “Yes, madam,” said the maid.
  


  
    Waiting for her maid to go about her business, Franciezka sat back as if calmly considering what was happening, but inward she was seething with conflict. By nature, she hated anything happening in which she had no control, and even though life had taught her control was most often an illusion, she found she was happiest when influencing events and people. She had learned every weapon there was from fear to love, seduction to bribery, gratitude and taking advantage of other people’s better nature. Her only saving grace was that it was all for the Crown, and if she’d willingly give her own life for King and country, she had no problem giving others’, let alone causing a little annoyance, anger, fear, or an occasional broken heart.
  


  
    What was troubling her most of all at the moment, was the idea that Lord John Worthington was making an unexpected move. Not even a simple case of him doing something recognizable at an unexpected time, but rather doing something totally unexpected, irrespective of the timing.
  


  
    He was hosting a gala for the King.
  


  
    Reading court language as well as anyone, the tone of the invitation told her that nothing short of being on her death bed could permit her declining. Moreover, something of significance, even something momentous, was being celebrated.
  


  
    She was doubly suspicious because it was so sudden. Even modest parties by the Crown’s standards took days to prepare. But then it occurred to her that perhaps it wasn’t so sudden. Perhaps preparations had been underway for days because Lord John knew exactly what was coming.
  


  
    They couldn’t be celebrating the death of King Gregory: even with magic it might take some time to dispatch the King. No, this was something else. And it couldn’t be Lord John’s announcement of his son’s betrothal to Stephané, since she couldn’t be betrothed in absentia. Her curiosity was piqued, and that outweighed her caution. She picked up a small bell and rang it. A moment later the maid reappeared and Franciezka said, “I’ve changed my mind. The red, with the silver trim, and the ruby earrings. Now, send for Millicent and tell her I need my hair up within the hour.”
  


  
    “Yes, my lady!” The maid ran off.
  


  
    Then she remembered something Jim had said to her. “Whatever happens, at least it’s interesting.” That had been in another context, but it certainly applied here.
  


  
    Then she wondered where he was. For the first time in her life, she worried for his safety.
  


  
    “Damn that man,” she whispered to no one.
  


  
    Carriages rolled into the palace as the sun set in the west. Footmen were turned out in formal palace livery, pale green jackets with white silk collars, pale yellow hose, and their heads topped with small yellow caps to match the hose. Idly, Franciezka considered there must be someone locked deep within the palace, unknown to any but a few key people— the King alone perhaps— whose only task in life was to devise odd uniforms for the servants in Roldem, a uniform that changed each year.
  


  
    Fashions for the nobles changed as well, of course. She knew a handful of designers and their seamstresses competed each year to set the tone for the following year’s “look”— how low the neckline should be or how many petticoats were to be worn under the skirt, what colours were current and which adornments were now passé. Once a look had been achieved, others slavishly followed, and a year later those styles were being imitated in the Isles and the Eastern Kingdoms.
  


  
    At least the Keshians, tradition bound as they were, avoided such petty concerns about fashion. More to the point, such gowns and jackets would have been uncomfortably hot to wear near the Overn Deep. As her carriage came to a stop, she decided the Keshians were extremely practical to run around nearly naked. If she had to endure that beastly heat, she’d do the same.
  


  
    The door opened and a footman extended his hand to allow Franciezka to descend from her carriage with grace, despite the ridiculous skirt fashion dictated she wear this year. At least she liked the colour, a brilliant crimson that suited her colouring and brought out what colour there was in her otherwise pale cheeks. Jim had once observed that if she were any more fair she’d be as white as muslin. Damn, she was thinking of him again…
  


  
    She moved as quickly as decorum permitted from the massive courtyard up the sweeping staircase that led into the palace. Once inside, she hurried towards the royal apartment, half-expecting to be barred by guards under orders from Lord John Worthington. She was relieved that not once was she challenged and by the time she reached the royal family’s apartments within the heart of the palace, an illusion of normalcy had almost returned.
  


  
    As she approached, two pages pulled wide the large doors leading into the royal quarters, a palace within the palace effectively. The entranceway to the family’s living area was larger than Lady Franciezka’s entire house, a two-storey, vaulted antechamber in which a half-dozen ladies already were gathered to accompany the Queen. She knew that in another part of the apartment a like number of lords of the Kingdom would be waiting to accompany the King. The oddest quality of royal life, Franciezka had always observed, was how the King and Queen shared a bed every night, but on formal occasions dressed in different rooms, departed from the apartment through separate doors, and met in the large hallway before their entrance to the throne room or the grand hall as if arriving from different places. She had once asked the royal historian about it, and he had been at a loss for an answer. The best he could summon up was that this was the way it had always been done.
  


  
    She nodded greetings to the other ladies who returned polite words, then swept past them into the Queen’s private chambers. The Queen was just rising from her vanity table, having endured, no doubt with her usual good grace, the ministrations of her attendants in applying whatever final touches they deemed necessary to achieve fashion perfection.
  


  
    Franciezka curtseyed before her Queen and then came to kiss her on either cheek.
  


  
    “You’ve been gone too long, my girl,” Queen Gertrude scolded with affection. She hugged her and whispered, “We have no idea what is taking place. Lord John has said nothing.”
  


  
    Franciezka nodded. “We must all be ready for anything.”
  


  
    “My daughter?”
  


  
    “Safely away,” Franciezka whispered back.
  


  
    Barely holding back tears, the Queen said, “Good.”
  


  
    A page approached and said, “Majesty, the King is ready.”
  


  
    So practised were the ladies of the court that it took no more than five minutes to have everyone in place outside the entrance to the Queen’s boudoir. A nod from an assistant to the Master of Ceremonies had both the King’s and Queen’s parties moving at precisely the right moment, so that they both reached the intersection of the grand hall entrance and the hallway marking the boundary of the royal apartment.
  


  
    Massive doors swung wide as the Master of Ceremonies intoned, “My lords, ladies, and gentlemen, the King!”
  


  
    Franciezka was one step behind the Queen, in her place on the right as her senior lady-in-waiting, but something felt amiss. Then she recognized what it was. The four children were missing. Crown Prince Constantine, the Princes Albér and Grandprey and Princess Stephané should be entering behind their parents. The court had a pensive quality to it, as well, for while this was ostensibly a gala, there was obviously nothing to celebrate, at least in the minds of the lords and ladies in attendance.
  


  
    Franciezka saw Lord Servan, the King’s nephew and her most trusted agent, the man who would take over all of Roldem’s intelligence concerns should anything happen to her. He barely nodded greeting and she inclined her head slightly.
  


  
    Nearby stood three young lords about whom Franciezka had mixed feelings. Foreign born all, they had risen in Roldem’s service and been knighted by the King, and all had some sort of relationship with Jim that annoyed her all the more. Yet she had been reassured more than once by Servan that she could count on their loyalty to the end. Lords Jonathan, known as “Jommy” to his close friends, Tad, and Zane stood quietly alert, much as they had looked when last she had seen them, at the previous Masters’ Court. Zane was recently married and a little distance away his wife was showing with their first child, talking to the wives of the other two young lords.
  


  
    Had it only been months ago? she silently wondered. It felt like years since the last gathering.
  


  
    Waiting to greet the King and Queen at the throne dais was Lord John Worthington, his son Serge at his right hand. Now titled Prime Minister of Roldem, Lord John bowed and waited until the King and Queen were seated. Then, turning to the assembled gathering, he announced, “My lords, ladies and gentlemen, I have the great honour of announcing—,” Franciezka half-expected that he was going to announce the betrothal of his son to Stephané despite her absence, “—the cessation of hostilities between the Empire of Great Kesh and the Kingdom of the Isles.”
  


  
    This was completely unexpected, but welcome news, and the applause that greeted his words was heartfelt as a wave of relief swept through the room. Perhaps, more than one lord thought, things will now begin to return to normal.
  


  
    The applause grew in volume until suddenly there was cheering and foot stamping. Finally, Lord John held up his hand and a moment later quiet returned.
  


  
    “I am pleased to announce that our most gracious King has offered to broker a final treaty between our neighbouring nations, and that within a month Gregory, King of the Isles, and Sezioti, Emperor of Great Kesh, will arrive in Roldem for a supreme conference to bring final peace to the Sea of Kingdoms and beyond.”
  


  
    This brought applause but no small chatter, for in the history of the Empire of Great Kesh, the Emperor had never left his home above the Overn Deep. And no sitting King of the Isles had ever visited Roldem— princes later to be kings, yes, but never once the crown was set upon his head. This was unprecedented.
  


  
    Franciezka cursed silently. She had mistaken Lord John’s words to his Kingdom double. He didn’t mean to dispatch the King as a euphemism for killing him, he meant dispatch him to Roldem.
  


  
    Franciezka Sorboz, Queen’s lady-in-waiting and head of the nation’s intelligence network, glanced over at her deputy, Lord Servan, whose dark features reflected exactly the same thought as her own. What exactly was going on here?
  


  



  • Chapter Fourteen •


  


  Escape


  
    

  


  
    Ty held up his hand.
  


  
    Instantly the others fell silent. He motioned to Gabriella to move with the Princess into a depression below the road and hide out of sight. To Hal he pointed behind and then held up his hand to his ear, and then again pointed to the rear.
  


  
    Hal paused, cocking his head to one side, and then he heard it: distant footfalls, slowly coming their way. He motioned back to Ty to take up a position on either side of the game trail they had been following.
  


  
    For two days they had circled up into the high foothills heading mostly west by north, then straight west, roughly parallel to the King’s Highway, hoping to reach the road close to the city of Ran. They had subsisted on stream water and summer berries found along the way, but otherwise had nothing. They might be young and fit, but hunger was robbing them of strength daily, and Hal and Ty knew they would be less able to fight as time wore on; it was time to make a stand.
  


  
    Hal motioned again and Ty nodded, understanding he wanted their pursuers to come past them before they attacked. Both young swordsmen hunkered down behind concealing undergrowth.
  


  
    Soon the sound of footsteps grew louder and four men in the tabards of the Kingdom came into view. Hal didn’t have to look at their boots to know they were counterfeit soldiers, as they were as ragged and unkempt a lot as he had ever seen. Pirates in stolen tabards was his best guess, and they looked ill-humoured and angry. For them to still be on the trail of the fugitives indicated the lesson of those slain on the King’s Road hadn’t been lost on the rest of them. Hal could hear them speaking in a language foreign to him, and guessed they were Ceresians.
  


  
    They were not being especially quiet, but they were being cautious, and the man in front appeared to have some tracking skills as he pointed to the prints Hal and the others had just made. He knelt for a moment, placed his hand into the depression of a boot heel and pressed with his fingers. He raised them up, rubbing with his thumb and Hal knew exactly what he was doing.
  


  
    The leader tracker said something as he drew his sword and pointed down the trail to where the ladies lay in hiding. Hal waited until the last of the four was past, then leapt at him from behind, cutting him down as Ty went past to take out the next man.
  


  
    The fourth man turned to intercept Hal, but the tracker hung back, shouting, “They’re here!” at the top of his lungs. He managed to get three shouts out before he suddenly stiffened and then collapsed, revealing Lady Gabriella standing behind him with a bloodied belt knife.
  


  
    The two best swordsmen at the previous Masters’ Court finished off the two remaining pirates in quick fashion, but shouting from the distance told them the damage had been done. Ty cast around, determining where the noise was coming from. “They’re above us!”
  


  
    He started down the hillside as fast as trees and brush would allow, assuming, correctly, that the others would follow without question. As they reached a clearing he paused to seek the next path down and said, “We got below all of them but that one that stumbled on us. Had we been a little quicker maybe…” He looked back. “We need to strike for the King’s Highway and hope we can outrun them to Ran.”
  


  
    “How far?” asked Gabriella and with a slight incline of her head showed she was asking on behalf of Stephané, not herself.
  


  
    “If I’m correct, three, maybe four miles.”
  


  
    “We’ll never outrun them,” said the exhausted Princess. “Leave me. You go and get help and come after me.”
  


  
    Almost simultaneously Hal and Ty cried, “No!”
  


  
    Hal put his arm around her waist, half-lifting her, and started toward the downhill slope.
  


  
    “No!” shouted Ty.
  


  
    Hal turned to look, and Ty pointed off in another direction. “That way.”
  


  
    Hal took off and Gabriella and Ty followed. Without communication it was understood. Hal would keep going with Stephané no matter what happened, while Ty and the Lady Gabriella would turn and hold off the pursuers as long as possible should they be overtaken.
  


  
    After a moment, Stephané said crossly, “This is impossible!” She pushed herself away from Hal, shouting, “I can run!” and took off at a staggering run down the game trail.
  


  
    “Don’t!” shouted Ty, but it was too late.
  


  
    Four staggering steps sent her tumbling and she cried in pain as she rolled down the trail.
  


  
    “Oh, gods!” Hal leapt after her, almost losing control as he raced down the trail after her, Ty and Gabriella a step or two behind him.
  


  
    Stephané continued her out-of-control tumble, crying as she struck rocks and branches tore at her clothing and flesh, until she hit hard against an outcropping of rocks at the lower end of a small clearing. Hal was at her side a moment later. Kneeling beside her, he said, “Don’t move.”
  


  
    She looked up at him. “I’m an idiot,” she said weakly.
  


  
    He pressed quickly where he could, seeing if anything was broken, and found a spectacular collection of abrasions, bumps, and small cuts, but at last said, “I don’t think you’ve broken any bones.”
  


  
    “I feel dizzy,” she said weakly as Ty appeared.
  


  
    “She must have bumped her head.”
  


  
    “Can we move her?” asked Gabriella.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Hal. He picked up the Princess and tossed her over his shoulder as he would a sack of grain, ignoring her moans. He set off down the trail, hearing the voices of their pursuers.
  


  
    “There they are!” cried Ty.
  


  
    Hal turned and as gently as possible put the Princess down, drawing his sword. “I can see the road below,” he said, “but we might as well stand here.”
  


  
    Ty had his sword out and Lady Gabriella her long belt knife when the first two pirates hove into view. One almost ran up on to the tip of Ty’s sword, barely backing away in time. The other jumped towards Hal and for his trouble had Hal ran him through the stomach as Gabrielle slashed his throat.
  


  
    The first pirate’s heel caught a rock and he fell backwards, just as three others approached slightly more cautiously. They spread out and one spoke. “Give us that girl and the rest of you can go.”
  


  
    “Found your friends, did you?” asked Ty, with a grin.
  


  
    Hal said, “Four to three. Shouldn’t be much of a bother.”
  


  
    Another half a dozen men came up behind the first pirates. “Well, ten to three,” said Ty. “That might pose a problem.”
  


  
    “Your last chance,” said the leader. “Walk down the hill and you live. You’ll be in Ran inside two hours. Stand another minute, and you’ll die, and we get the girl either way.”
  


  
    “Ah, where’s the sport in just walking away?” asked Ty with a grin.
  


  
    “You take the five on your side,” said Hal loudly. “You’re the Masters’ Champion, after all.”
  


  
    “Well, you almost beat me,” he replied.
  


  
    Several of the pirates laughed, but the leader looked at Hal and said, “You’re Duke Henry’s boy?”
  


  
    “I have that honour.”
  


  
    “Lot of ransom.” He motioned to his men. “Take him alive too. Kill the other two and if the girl is alive, have your way with her, but first to touch the Princess dies at my hand, understood?”
  


  
    As he turned to look to see if his men were following orders, he heard a dull thud a moment before he reached up to his throat. His eyes widened, then started to go blank. Gabriella’s throwing blade was lodged firmly in his throat and he died trying to pull it out with weak fingers. “Now, who wants to be the first to try to have his way with me?” she hissed as she held her dripping dirk and another knife she had drawn out of her boot.
  


  
    The pirates hesitated. Hal, Gabriella, and Ty formed a semi-circle between Stephané and the would-be abductors. The attackers approached cautiously and Hal said, “If the lady doesn’t carve up too many of them, perhaps we can settle once and for all who’s the best blade. Most kills?”
  


  
    “Loser buys dinner when we get to Ran.”
  


  
    The pirates shouted and charged and Hal was almost bowled over by a burly man who received a wicked slice along his arm for his pains. Blood spattered over Hal, and over Stephané where she lay on the ground behind him, and he howled in pain.
  


  
    Ty let the first man on his right extend and overbalance, then grabbed him in a headlock, slicing the back of his sword hand with his blade, then wheeling him around so that his rump faced the other four men, just as one struck a blow, taking his companion in the backside. The man howled in pain. Ty released him, then drove his left elbow down into the man’s neck, stunning him.
  


  
    The half-dazed man served as a momentary human barrier, and Ty reached across it to cut the sword hand off another of the remaining three men. His stump fountained blood and he cried out as his sword and fell dropped to the ground, and backed away.
  


  
    Both Hal and Ty were trained in swordcraft far beyond most young men. Moreover, they were not merely competitive swordsmen, but sons of fathers who understood the skills of brawling as well as soldering.
  


  
    Men who had not trained to fight alongside one another were often more of a liability than an asset, and Ty and Hall moved instinctively away from one another, while Gabriella stayed close to Stephané, her own blades ready to protect the princess.
  


  
    Hal ducked and sliced at a man’s hamstring as he stepped by, Hal’s finely-honed blade cutting through a heavy leather boot to topple the man. Now there were six.
  


  
    Realizing almost simultaneously that their biggest risk was being swarmed by the rest, Ty and Hal began furiously to hack and lunge, inflicting half a dozen minor injuries before the men fell back.
  


  
    One man bumped against the man next to him, moved the wrong way and Ty skewered him in the lower abdomen, causing him to collapse in a groaning heap. Now there were five.
  


  
    Seeing so many comrades fall, the remaining pirates pulled back, stealing glances at one another as if attempting to coordinate their attack. Their expressions showed each was waiting for another man to take the lead.
  


  
    One muttered, “It’s our necks if we come back without her.”
  


  
    Another said, “And it looks like it’s our throats if we keep trying.”
  


  
    What the remaining pirates saw was Hal and Ty hiding their exhaustion, and a strong-looking young woman crouched low with two weapons she had already shown she knew how to use. Even Stephané sat up, back to a rock, holding a dagger, determined to make any man who touched her pay a heavy price. The remaining Pirates appeared uncertain of which way to move.
  


  
    There was a moment of silence, then as one the five pirates launched their attack, followed an instant later by three others, the fourth turning his attention to the girls. Ty parried the man on his left but took a nasty cut along the ribs from the one on his right before slamming the man in the face with his right elbow, the blow catching him under the chin and driving his jaw upward, stunning him. Ty turned full-circle and cut the other man across the back of the neck and he fell like a rag doll.
  


  
    Hal spun to his left, taking him beyond the two pirates who had launched themselves at him, causing the man who had moments before been about to take Hal on the left, to discover Hal now far to his right. As he attempted to turn, to open up, he died from a deep thrust through his right side. Ty was quickly dispensing with the other two men, as they conveniently got in one another’s way, allowing the young master swordsman the opening he needed to quickly impale both with sharp thrusts.
  


  
    Hal shouted, “Gabriella, guard the Princess!” He realized his warning was gratuitous, as Gabriella made short work of the pirate who had foolishly picked her as an easy target. He had come in expecting the longer reach he had with his sword to give him an advantage, and made the mistake of making a cutlass slash rather than a killing thrust. She had ducked under the cut, come up inside his reach and used her two blades to carve him up before he could recover.
  


  
    The last man tripped over that corpse as he backed away from Hal, falling on his back at her feet. Gabriella knelt and without emotion drove her dagger into his throat.
  


  
    Two wounded men groaned, while a third was unconscious and bleeding. Hal nodded once with a grim expression to Ty, and soon the three men were dead.
  


  
    Hal turned to confront an ashen-faced Stephané. “Are you hurt?”
  


  
    Quietly she said, “Did you have to kill them all?”
  


  
    Hal looked into her eyes and without emotion said, “Yes. If others come by they won’t be alive to raise alarm or tell which direction we’ve fled.” She nodded. Again he asked, “Are you hurt?”
  


  
    She said, “Just my ankle. No one got near me.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Hal. He put up his sword, grabbed her by her left arm and drew her over his shoulder, as he would a sack of grain.
  


  
    When they reached the road and stepped out, they were greeted by a waiting squad of men on horseback, swords out and two bows trained on them. “Halt in the King’s name,” said the ranking sergeant.
  


  
    Hal put Stephané down and drew his sword. Ty said, “Boots.”
  


  
    Hal saw these men were uniformly equipped and let out a slow breath of relief. The sergeant pointed uphill and indicated two of his men should head up and see what all the noise had been. “Now, who are you and what are you doing on the King’s Highway?”
  


  
    Ty glanced at Hal as if silently asking how much they should say. Hal answered, “No disrespect, Sergeant, but I really need to speak to someone of higher rank in the city.”
  


  
    The sergeant, his face looking like a sack of sunburned leather, large pouches under his eyes from too much drinking and too little sleep over the years, rubbed his chin with a heavily-gloved hand. “Higher rank, is it?”
  


  
    The two riders returned, “Lots of bodies, Sergeant. Wearing the King’s tabard.”
  


  
    Swords started coming out of scabbards but Hal said, “Pirates, wearing Kingdom tabards. Have your men go back and look closer. You’ll see clothes, weapons—”
  


  
    “Boots,” interjected Ty.
  


  
    “—from no garrison stores in the Kingdom.”
  


  
    The old sergeant sat back, his expression revealing he had little use for complications in what should be an otherwise ordinary patrol. “We’ve had word of such to the east.” He motioned and the two returned up hill, only to come back a few minutes later. “It’s as he said, Sergeant,” said one rider. “Cutlasses and the like. One of the dead has Keshian sandals on.”
  


  
    “Well, then,” said the sergeant. “So far you’re telling the truth. Now, about this need to speak with someone of higher rank…”
  


  
    Hal stripped off his left gauntlet and moved to the other side of the sergeant’s horse, which blocked him from the sight of the others. He pulled off his signet ring and handed it to the sergeant. The seagull crest of Crydee with the cadency mark of three points over the gull, indicating the eldest son, was clearly carved into the fine gold alloy.
  


  
    “Where did you get this?” asked the soldier.
  


  
    Quietly Hal said, “My father gave it to me.”
  


  
    “And where did he get it from?” asked the sergeant, his tone softening.
  


  
    “From his father, who got it from his before he became Duke of Crydee.”
  


  
    For a moment the old soldier’s expression showed that truth or lie, this was a problem for someone of superior rank, so he turned and shouted, “Tanner, Williams, your horses!”
  


  
    Two soldiers dismounted and came over. To Hal he said, “For the ladies, so they may can ride if they are able. You lads can walk with my boys. I’ve got a patrol to continue.” To the two soldiers he said, “Take them to the captain,” and without another word, raised his hand, signalling that the patrol was to continue.
  


  
    Hal looked to Stephané who said, “I can ride,” before he could ask, and he smiled at her. She returned one, though weak and exhausted.
  


  
    Gabriella helped Stephané mount and then climbed into the saddle of the other horse and the four fugitives and their two escorts turned west.
  


  
    Hal asked, “How far to Ran?”
  


  
    One of the soldiers said, “At a walk? We’ll be there in two, three hours.”
  


  
    Hal and Ty looked at one another and both managed a beleaguered smile.
  


  
    Despite days in the wild, the trek along the highway was the most tedious portion of the journey. The road to Ran led down from a series of escarpments above the shore and so the city came into view miles away. As they trudged along it appeared to be getting no closer, but at last they were suddenly outside the city’s eastern gate.
  


  
    The guards at the gate raised a hand and one said, “What this then?”
  


  
    “Captain?” was all the soldier said and the sentry nodded, waving him through.
  


  
    They moved past a crowded area, part caravanserai, part customs inspection point, ringed by make-shift booths and stalls where hawkers sold a variety of goods. The smells of cooking food caused all four of the travellers to realize they were weak from hunger and Princess Stephané said, “Oh, whatever that is, I’ll eat it here in the saddle.”
  


  
    “We’ll get you fed soon enough,” said Hal, his own stomach reminding him how long it was since he had had a handful of berries.
  


  
    They reached the office of the city patrol and the soldier who escorted them in saluted before a bored-looking young captain sitting behind a small desk, and said, “Sergeant says you should talk to these people, sir.”
  


  
    The captain waved him away and looked at the four of them. Seeing the young women he perked up a little, for despite their road-dirt and fatigue, they were still attractive women. He stood up and motioned for Hal to fetch over another chair. “Ladies, please, you look exhausted.”
  


  
    Sitting on the desk, he looked first at Ty, then Hal. “So the sergeant says I’m supposed to talk to you. About what?”
  


  
    Hal said, “Forgive me a question, Captain, before I answer you. Who is in command of the city?”
  


  
    The captain looked at Hal as if he was joking. “The Duke of Ran, of course.”
  


  
    “I mean is he in the city or in the field?”
  


  
    “Here, in Ran. The army of Ran has been recalled and even as we speak is disembarking from ships in the harbour. The war is over, if you’ve not heard.”
  


  
    “Over?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “What about Roldem?” asked Stephané.
  


  
    “We’ve no news from Roldem, lady, so I assume all is well there.”
  


  
    “I must speak to the Duke,” said Hal.
  


  
    “First you’ll speak with me,” said the captain, not happy at Hal’s tone.
  


  
    “Sorry, but I must speak to the Duke.”
  


  
    “And who might you be to tell me you must speak to the Duke?”
  


  
    Hal took off his gauntlet again and held out his ring. “I’m Henry, son of Henry, Duke of Crydee, and you have the honour to address Her Royal Highness, Princess Stephané of Roldem.”
  


  
    Stephané gave a wan smile.
  


  
    The young captain was completely flummoxed for a moment, then looked again at Hal’s ring. If it was a forgery or ruse of some sort, let the Duke’s personal household guard captain sort it out. He was just a garrison captain ordered to patrol the King’s Highway and arrest smugglers. Decision made, he shouted, “Williams!”
  


  
    A soldier stuck his head inside the small office. “Captain?”
  


  
    “Get a carriage and take these people to the palace.”
  


  
    “Where am I going to get a carriage at this time of day?” he asked, showing a casual disregard for the formalities of rank.
  


  
    “I don’t care if you steal it! Get a carriage now!”
  


  
    The soldier vanished, his expression showing shock at the young captain’s tone. “My name is Greyson,” said the captain. “Can I get you something, anything while you wait?”
  


  
    “Water,” said Gabriella.
  


  
    “And something to eat,” said Stephané.
  


  
    Hal and Ty looked at one another and in unison said, “Ale!”
  


  
    Still fatigued but now fed, Ty and Hal stood before Duke Chadwick of Ran. A stern-looking man in his late fifties, he still had the look of a brawler about him. He was thick-shouldered, and deeply tanned from years of soldiering, but his once-red hair was now white, as was the small moustache and pointed beard he sported. The young women were being seen to by the Duchess and her women and were enjoying baths and fresh clothing. The Duke had felt the young men’s stories were important enough to demand a hearing straight away, so here they were, still dirty and tattered.
  


  
    Ty and Hal had been somewhat circumspect in naming particular players in the political game in Roldem, but in the end the Duke had said, “Odd that the King and Queen should feel the need to smuggle their daughter out of Roldem rather than simply call this Worthington fellow to account.” He was silent then said, “A coup?”
  


  
    Ty said, “After a fashion, I suspect, Your Grace. The rumour prevalent in the capital is that Lord John is ambitious to have his son wed to the Princess.”
  


  
    “Who wouldn’t be?” asked the Duke with a laugh. “Had I a boy of the right age, I’d be sending him to Roldem. But my sons from my first wife are all grown, and those from my second still toddlers.” He grew thoughtful. “Still, as the King’s Chancellor, Lord John has more power then any man non-royal in Roldem, so what’s to be gained from forcing the girl to a marriage no one but Lord John wishes?”
  


  
    “She’s fourth in line for the Crown,” answered Hal.
  


  
    “Roldem, of all places.” The Duke shook his head. “I just can’t see it.” He glanced around to see if they were overheard. “Here, the Isles? That’s another kettle of fish. You’re a royal, young Hal, albeit a minor one, so there are people out there who wish you had never been born. If the King doesn’t get on with it and father another son one of these days, we could have a serious mess on our hand in a few years.”
  


  
    “Few years?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Well, Gregory’s not a well man by all reports. Oh,” he added quickly holding up his hand, “not that he’s at death’s door or any such, just that he’s not robust and has had bouts of ague over the last few winters. Certainly, there are healing priests and chirurgeons hovering when he’s taken ill. If he passes any time soon, it’ll be because Lims-Kragma wants him now!” He barked out a laugh, to show he was making light of the matter. “You’ve got a dozen cousins who would happily dance on your corpse rather than see you standing before the Congress of Lords claiming the crown, young Henry. It’ll stay that way until the King names his heir.”
  


  
    “If you remember, Lord Chadwick, my ancestor, Martin, King Lyam’s brother, renounced the throne for our line.”
  


  
    The Duke waved it away. “Western honour. I forgot. It’s very quaint and charming.” He leaned forward. “Just be ready. If anything happens to the King, your father will have a dozen knives seeking his throat at first chance, and you’ll be next. Any other brothers?”
  


  
    “Two.”
  


  
    “Well, they would be on that list after you.” Leaning back, Chadwick said, “You’re a conDoin, boy. Since we left that damned island to conquer half the north of Triagia, a conDoin has sat the throne in Rillanon. Some better than others, granted, but always that bloodline. There are some who would see it end with Gregory.”
  


  
    “That’s treason,” said Ty.
  


  
    “Not if the King doesn’t name an heir. Then it’s up to the Congress of Lords and that means it goes to the highest bidder.” He paused. “Or the man with the biggest army. Bah!” He dismissed the conversation as meaningless. “This is the Isles. We’re always looking for a way to gain advantage over our neighbours. My family’s been at odds with Rodez for over two centuries, and for the life of me I can’t tell you why.” He grinned. “Still, we pester one another when we can. But Roldem…” He shook his head. “Lore says we of the Isles and Roldem were once a single people. Heaven knows the languages are enough alike that it takes little effort for one to learn the other. I know that our noble families have intermarried so often we might as well just call ourselves cousins. But we’re the difficult cousins, and they’re the refined ones. We build armies; they build universities.” He pointed to his own back. “Had the cane myself a few times as a student there. You?” he asked Hal.
  


  
    Hal nodded.
  


  
    He looked at Ty, who shook his head. “You missed a lot then, lad. You don’t appreciate learning until you’re away from it for a while. That school there, it’s a wonderful place. My two elder boys went there and my little ones will go when they’re old enough.” He leaned back and again rubbed his chin. “Roldem,” he said softly.
  


  
    “What should we do, Your Grace?” asked Hal. “The King and Queen sent their daughter to safety. We are supposed to see her to Rillanon.”
  


  
    “Then see her there you shall,” said the Duke. He picked up a little bell and rang it. When no one answered he rang it again, harder. After a moment, he bellowed, “Makepeace!”
  


  
    An old servant appeared and said, “Your grace?”
  


  
    “Send word to the harbour that my ship is to be ready to sail on the morning tide to Rillanon. And tell my wife to stop fussing over those girls.” He glanced at the two young men and grinned. “We only had sons, so she aches for a daughter to dress in fine clothing and all that paint women wear.” Turning back to the old servant, he said, “And ask her to see to supper. We’re entertaining royalty tonight!”
  


  
    He stood up, as did the two young men. “I don’t envy you, either of you,” he said softly after the servant left. “Fate has set you on a path that will I think have many traps and dangers. I was called to the capital in any event so I’ll just leave a few days early. The Congress is gathering as there is much to discuss. Kesh is suing for peace and we must ask about that nonsense.” He thought for a moment, then added, “Yes, let the King decide what’s to be done with the lovely princess and then you two can get back to doing whatever it was you were doing before this fiasco began.”
  


  
    Hal and Ty looked at one another.
  


  
    “Come!” the Duke cried. “Let’s go to my favourite balcony where we can watch the sun set and drink brandy, and you can tell me about the Masters’ Court.”
  


  
    Both young men were exhausted, but they knew it was likely to be a while before they could rest. As the Duke led them away, Ty whispered, “Maybe when we pass out face down at the table and they have to carry us out we’ll get some rest.”
  


  
    “As long as it’s on a full stomach, I’ll even sleep in this road-dirt.”
  


  
    “I heard that,” said the Duke. “Bathe first, then brandy!
  


  



  • Chapter Fifteen •


  


  Exploration


  
    

  


  
    Light exploded.
  


  
    The blinding display was accompanied by a thunderous boom that caused both Amirantha and Sandreena to flinch and fall back a step. Magnus stood outlined in the brilliance of an oval of light that had formed before him, his hand in front of his face, shielding his eyes.
  


  
    “What is that?” asked the warlock.
  


  
    The white-haired magician turned and said, “It’s some sort of an energy matrix. I attempted to probe the Sven-ga’ri to see if it was in any way different to those I’ve seen in the Peaks of the Quor.” He pointed to the blinding light. “This is unexpected.”
  


  
    The two members of the ruling council of the Pantathians, Tak’ka and Dak’it, who had observed the magician’s examination of the alien beings called Sven-ga’ri, were also partially blinded by the light.
  


  
    Magnus blinked as his vision struggled to return to normal. He turned to the two Pantathians and asked, “Have you seen anything like that before?”
  


  
    “Never,” said Tak’ka. “The Sven-ga’ri use emotions to communicate; we believe they may in part be responsible for the changes in those of us who live here compared to those who do not.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. The story of these alien creatures was much the same as he had discovered in the Peaks of the Quor; ordered by their Dragon Lord masters to take care of these beings, the Pantathians like the Quor had diligently discharged that duty.
  


  
    Magnus looked at the brilliant white oval. “I think I’ll need to examine this for a while. I have an idea what it might be.” He turned to Amirantha and Sandreena. “I think it might be wise if you two returned to Sorcerer’s Isle and spoke with my father.” He took out a Tsurani translocation orb and glanced around. After a moment he nodded to himself and began a spell, holding the device before him. It took a few minutes, but then he held out the orb to Amirantha. “I’ve programmed this to return here. Father is very powerful, but there are a few things he can’t do, such as reach a location he’s never seen before. I don’t need that to get home. Will you please tell him?”
  


  
    “Tell him what?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    Magnus smiled and it was one of the few times either of them had seen him do that. “Why, tell him everything,” he said with a chuckle. Then he said to Tak’ka, “Might I ask for a few things?”
  


  
    “What do you require?” asked the elder of the two Pantathians. The subtleties of his race’s expressions were becoming known to Magnus and he smiled. “Tea if you have it please, water if not. And perhaps a cushion upon which I might sit. I suspect I will be here a while studying this construction.”
  


  
    Amirantha, Warlock of the Saltumbria, took the Tsurani transport orb. “Will you share your suspicions? In case your father asks.”
  


  
    Magnus shrugged. “These beings are as alien to us as any we have ever encountered. As far as I can see they are composed entirely of energy, albeit in a coherent form. Moreover, they seem to communicate on a profound level of emotions, which may be subtle enough to convey the most nuanced concepts, but for us are incomprehensible. Imagine, if you will, hearing a group of singers, a choir. Most of us might be able to hear the entirety as a lovely blend, perhaps much as we experience our proximity to the Sven-ga’ri as a feeling of calm and wellness. Some of us might be able to listen to one voice or another within the choir, somehow isolating it from the others. But I suspect, to hold to this analogy, the Sven-ga’ri are ten thousand voices and each of them holds the ability to listen to each voice as a choir, yet each alone, simultaneously.”
  


  
    Amirantha said, “Interesting. But what about that oval of light?”
  


  
    “I think they are tired of our clumsy attempts to communicate, and are now trying something that may be as alien to them as it is to us. Energy to us is most clearly perceived as light, hence I think they are trying to provide us with a means to communicate.”
  


  
    “So, this is…?”
  


  
    “I think they are trying to teach me to read, given that I appear deaf to them.”
  


  
    Amirantha smiled. “Well, then, we’ll leave you to your studies and convey all we’ve seen to your father.” He glanced at Sandreena who moved to stand next to her former lover, putting a hand upon his arm. With a final nod to the Pantathians and Magnus, Amirantha activated the orb and they were gone.
  


  
    Magnus turned his attention to the oval of light. He was so focused that when he was brought a cushion he barely registered it as he studied the ripples of light, their intensities and colours, subtle within the larger oval of white. When his tea arrived he did not acknowledge it, and hours later as he studied the oval, it remained untouched.
  


  
    Magnus found his senses being challenged by a cascade of images. He discovered subtle patterns beginning to emerge as he felt the presence of the Sven-ga’ri, almost a tactile music in his mind, and let his eyes relax, letting the subtle images on the surface of the oval of light play out. After first becoming attuned to the interplay of emotion— mental music as he thought of it— and the faint patterns within the white light, he began to bring his magic to bear.
  


  
    More than any magician in the history of this world, including even his father Pug, Magnus could unleash torrents of destructive energies that could shatter mountain tops, turn back the tides, or call up winds to topple city towers, but he also could manipulate the finest threads of a tapestry, capture one raindrop in a storm, or move a sleeping kitten across the room without waking it using his mind alone.
  


  
    As deftly as a seamstress threading the smallest needle with the tiniest thread, he reached out and caressed the energies. Gently he pushed into the matrix and his mind expanded his exploration carefully.
  


  
    Wonder overcame Magnus as a crystal-like, three-dimensional network of forces revealed itself. He knew he was barely below the surface of the shimmering white oval, yet at this scale the energies appeared monstrously large and complex. It was like floating through a city of ice, but without streets, with buildings arrayed like massive boxes, and in each of those boxes a million pulses of light per second flickered.
  


  
    Somewhere in all of this was a pattern that would reveal its purpose, and Magnus was prepared to search as long as it took.
  


  
    He pressed on.
  


  
    Perceptions shifted and scales expanded and contracted and Magnus felt as if he floating through a vast universe composed of energy. His body sat motionless in the garden created by the Pantathians for the Sven-ga’ri, but he saw himself as physically in this universe. It was as if he flew by will alone through vast spaces, yet he knew those spaces were in reality as small as the space between the tiniest grains of sand on the beach, as small as the space between drops of rain. He reached out with his mind and felt the coursing of energies as they made their way, in this direction or that, up or down, right or left, in a pattern that was always just beyond the edge of his apprehension.
  


  
    By Magnus’s estimation he had explored only the tiniest portion of the energy field, yet a pattern was slowly beginning to present itself. At first he rejected the idea, believing he was misinterpreting what he was seeing but as time wore on he began to see his comprehension ratified and before long he became certain his theory was borne out.
  


  
    A deep fatigue overtook him suddenly and a sense of cold and he realized he had no sense of how long he had been exploring inside the energy matrix. To facilitate his exploration, he had created the illusion of a city, with endless basements and sub-levels, buildings that rose to impossible heights, streets without boundaries. He overlaid it on the matrix, giving him a sense of where to start and where he had ended his last probe. In a concession to whim, he even made tiny signs like those hung on taverns, with icons that made it easy for him to know where he was relative to every other part of the matrix he had explored. Behind the “entrance” he had fashioned a market, a place to which he could return and renew his exploration and then deftly withdraw his consciousness. It was as close as he could get to understanding what it was he confronted, this virtual city of energy.
  


  
    Suddenly he was chilled and wet and shivering. He blinked and realized it was dark. A Pantathian stood above him holding a large canvas cover, protecting him as much as possible from the punishingly cold rain.
  


  
    Magnus raised his hand to his face and wiped away wetness and felt stubble on his cheek. He looked at the Pantathian and said, “How long have I been here?”
  


  
    The creature apparently didn’t speak the Keshian tongue, but from behind him another voice said, “All day, the night, the next day, and this night, without moving.”
  


  
    Magnus turned and found his body stiff and unresponsive. He saw Tak’ka standing in the rain. The Senior President of the Pantathian nation said, “We feared you might have been trapped within by some magic, but were uncertain of how to reach you.”
  


  
    Groaning a little as he unfolded his legs, Magnus said, “You did the right thing, in waiting. My sense of time becomes lost in there, apparently. If felt as if I were there for minutes, perhaps an hour.” As he stood up his head began to throb. “I must be careful when next I venture in.”
  


  
    “You discovered something?”
  


  
    “I’m not certain. I see a pattern and I have deduced one possible explanation for its existence, yet I am unwilling to declare that judgment sound. More exploration is called for.”
  


  
    “Come, rest. You’re obviously chilled and in need of warmth and food.”
  


  
    “You are very kind,” said Magnus. “Given so many things, your generosity is unexpected.”
  


  
    “We are the caretakers of the Sven-ga’ri, and I fear that whatever is moving out there in the darkness, our charges are at risk. I welcome your strength and knowledge in preserving them.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded as if agreeing, but already he was beginning to suspect that before this exploration was over, preserving the Sven-ga’ri was the last thing he and his father would wish.
  


  
    He followed his host inside to warmth and food.
  


  
    Magnus enjoyed a hot meal and dried his clothing over a small brazier while he bathed. By the time he had donned his now-warm robe, he was already half-asleep. He lay on the sleeping pallet provided and within moments fell into an exhausted sleep.
  


  
    After resting through most of the night, in the hours before dawn he began to dream.
  


  
    He floated through the matrix, again, only this time rather than energy he saw solid objects in bright and muted colours, some flickering between the two states, alight from within one moment, dimmed the next. Lines of silver-white, like endless cords, stretched down the broad expanses that intersected between the structures. “A city,” he whispered.
  


  
    “An illusion,” said a voice from behind him.
  


  
    He turned to see a figure both strange and familiar, a black-bearded man in a black robe, holding a wooden staff. His feet were clad in sandals and around his waist was a simple whipcord rope.
  


  
    “Macros,” he whispered.
  


  
    “In a manner of speaking,” said the phantasm.
  


  
    Magnus had never met his grandfather, for he had died before Magnus was born, but he had encountered a Dasati upon whom the memories of the dead sorcerer had been bestowed. But the Dasati Macros had been ill, in advanced years, and dying.
  


  
    Before Magnus now stood Macros in his prime, looking no more than perhaps forty years of age, his manner calm and relaxed, yet he could sense hidden power just below the surface.
  


  
    “I’m dreaming,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Yes,” answered Macros, “but like all dreams, there are avenues into thoughts unexplored open to you. It’s the perfect state in which you are receptive to contact you otherwise might not recognize; and besides, you are impervious to spying now.”
  


  
    “Spying?”
  


  
    The shade of Macros smiled. “You have some inkling of those who oppose you, at least in one sense, while in another you have no idea whatsoever what forces are arrayed to destroy you and your father. Time is essential, yet here time is as much an illusion as sight and sound, for we are in the dream.”
  


  
    He stepped forward until he was next to Magnus, then he reached out, gripped him by the elbow and gently but firmly turned him. “Walk with me and we shall discover much, but you will only know what you already know.”
  


  
    Magnus allowed himself to be compelled in this fashion, but said, “I do not understand.”
  


  
    “I am not Macros, as I’m sure you’ve already assumed. I am his image, a memory of him made solid and able to converse.”
  


  
    “Whose memory?”
  


  
    “Kalkin’s, whom you also call Ban-ath.”
  


  
    “A memory?”
  


  
    “A god’s memory is a powerful things, as is a god’s dream. You are sharing a god’s dream and are speaking with a god’s memory. Let’s move on.” Macros pointed and suddenly they were rising to one of the lines of energy. Letting go of Magnus’s arm, he said, “Grip the line and do not fall too far behind. Even a god has limited control on how lucid a dream may become.”
  


  
    Magnus reached up when Macros, or his illusion, reached up and suddenly he was being propelled along at incalculable speed, yet felt no sensation of movement, just a blurring of all they passed.
  


  
    Then Macros said, “In a moment, I will tell you to let go. Do not hesitate.”
  


  
    A moment passed; then Macros said, “Let go,” and Magnus complied at once.
  


  
    They floated before what appeared to be a monstrous fortress, but one created by a demented mind. It sat upon no ground, so a vast wall stretched out before them in all directions. “Let us gain some perspective,” said Macros, and suddenly the wall shrank to the size of a mere room. “In dream, all things are possible; within the matrix, what you saw before approaches the truth.”
  


  
    Magnus examined the wall. It was apparently made of some sort of red stone, with four doors set in the middle, a single square of stone separating them. Two large windows with red iron bars were placed at forty-five degree angles to the upper corner on either side, so that each section gave the vague impression of a face, two eyes and a mouth. Continuing along the line from the door through each window, the top of the wall featured a turret, with crenels and merlons.
  


  
    “It looks like four castles smashed together,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “It does, doesn’t it?” Macros chuckled. “It is an image created for your mind to understand. There is no real-world analogue that would do justice to what this really is.”
  


  
    “What is it called?”
  


  
    “Many things. The blazing barrier. The fire wall. The terminus. The final barrier.”
  


  
    “What function does it serve?”
  


  
    “I cannot tell you, for you do not know, and I know only what you know.”
  


  
    “So I was aware of this barrier, yet…”
  


  
    “Your mind in dream is apprehending what it is you’ve come to understand by inference and deduction. You have not seen the barrier so you have created an image of it, but it may bear no true resemblance to the reality of the barrier. In the end, you will only know when you have reached the barrier.”
  


  
    “There are so many questions,” said Magnus. “And yet…”
  


  
    “You cannot frame them, because they are the questions your mind has no answers for. You understood when we first met that I was not your grandfather, and that Kalkin dreamed, and the rest. For more answers within your own mind, you will have to seek out answers in the real world. For more answers from Kalkin, well, you will have to seek him out, and as you know from your father’s tales of the Trickster God, even then you may never get answers you can trust.”
  


  
    Suddenly the image of Macros was gone.
  


  
    Magnus’s eyes opened and it was dawn.
  


  
    He sat up and stretched, yawning, knowing that after he had braced himself with food and drink he would again confront the mystery of the energy matrix. Perhaps this time he could reach deep enough to reach this final barrier and then, perhaps, beyond it.
  


  
    Sandreena and Amirantha were breaking fast when a student approached. “Pug has returned and asked that you join him when you’re finished.”
  


  
    Amirantha looked at Sandreena. “You finished?”
  


  
    She was on her feet before he could complete the question and he rose to follow her. “I guess you’ve finished!”
  


  
    They hurried through the now almost completely rebuilt Villa Beata, passing through large gardens freshly replanted. In the matter of a few minutes they were outside Pug’s office and Sandreena knocked once, then opened the wooden door.
  


  
    Sandreena and Amirantha had both marvelled at how Pug had refashioned his office since the destruction of the original villa. His last office had been small and dark, with only one window, while this one had a large wall made up entirely of panes of the finest clear glass he could find, further refined with some very subtle magic. When sunlight blazed in, it was cool thanks to the combination of clever design— a duct in the ceiling carried the hot air away— and a little more magic.
  


  
    Pug said, “Good morning. I wish I had good news from the Academy, but at best it’s mixed. What did you and Magnus discover on that island?”
  


  
    Amirantha had taken to wearing less flamboyant clothing since coming to live at Sorcerer’s Isle, and today was comfortable in a loose-fitting white tunic and dark grey trousers. Sandreena always looked surprisingly delicate for a large, strong woman when not wearing armour. She wore a plain but well made pair of trousers, a loose-fitting blue linen blouse, and a pair of sandals. They took the chairs Pug indicated with a wave of his hand, and Amirantha looked at Sandreena, who nodded, indicating that he should go first.
  


  
    “We found Pantathians, Pug, but unlike any we’ve met before according to Magnus.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Pug leaning back in his chair. “At this point nothing should surprise me, but say on.”
  


  
    Sandreena continued, “They were hospitable and welcoming despite knowing that you and Magnus had destroyed many of their kin. They seem too— well, gentle is the only way to describe them, though their warriors were valorous when fighting demons.”
  


  
    “Demons?”
  


  
    “Let me start at the beginning.” Amirantha began, briefly telling of their travels to the Isle of the Snake Men, then in detail after the battle with the demons.
  


  
    Sandreena punctuated his narrative with details he missed, and Pug asked a few questions along the way, but after half an hour, the sorcerer felt he had been sufficiently briefed. He asked, “Did you see any Serpent Priests?”
  


  
    “No,” said Amirantha. “They were mentioned, and I left with the impression they visit their kin from time to time, but as to where they base their operations since you and Magnus destroyed their previous one is a mystery; I didn’t feel it politic at this time to ask the one they call Tak’ka.”
  


  
    Pug sighed. “Well, the good news is we’ve identified the threat. The Serpent Priests are back again. But we don’t know where they are.” He rose. “At least we know they aren’t on that island, which is something.”
  


  
    Sandreena and Amirantha followed Pug out of his office, through a hallway, and into a large meeting hall, which turned out to be a large covered patio, but otherwise open to the daily breezes of the island. A square table had been placed in the middle, one that could be enlarged in any number of clever ways depending on how many people needed to attend a given meeting.
  


  
    Seven people were already seated when the three entered. The only familiar face to either of the demon experts was Grand Master Creegan of the Order of the Shield of the Weak, Sandreena’s mentor in the Order.
  


  
    Pug motioned for Amirantha and Sandreena to take two empty chairs and he remained standing. “Those of you who know one another need no introductions. If you do not recognize others, it is best it remain that way, given our current plight. You cannot be made to reveal what you do not need to know.” He took a deep breath. “So far we have identified five well-placed agents of the Conclave who are traitors. I am certain there will be more. Continue to conduct your investigations; trust is scarce right now, use it wisely.” He motioned to the man closest to him on his right and said, “What have you discovered in Roldem?”
  


  
    The man quickly recounted the efforts that were underway in Roldem to prevent further leaking of information, and to discover who might be behind the actions taken against the Conclave. He finished by saying, “At this time we have no more likely suspect than Lord John Worthington. He is either at the top of all actions taken against the interest of both the Crown and the Conclave, or he reports to the ultimate authority.”
  


  
    Before Pug could move to the next in line, a man sitting farthest from Pug interjected, “I know I speak out of turn, Pug, but that is almost the identical report that I have put together concerning Great Kesh. The man who stands out as the most likely suspect is a nephew of the Emperor, Lord Harfum.”
  


  
    Instantly, Grand Master Creegan said, “Sir William Alcorn.” He looked around the table. “It is the same in Rillanon.”
  


  
    Pug nodded. “So, our first priority must be to discover what links these three men.” He indicated that the first two men should depart, but added, “Grand Master Creegan, remain if you would.”
  


  
    The remaining agents quickly provided Pug with more information on issues pertaining to the attempts to identify possible spies within the Academy as well as in various lesser critical positions of influence and authority. As each finished, Pug nodded and the agent rose and left the table. When the last had departed, Pug turned and looked at the three remaining members of the Conclave.
  


  
    “Creegan,” he said, “you’re our eyes and ears in the temples. Anything?”
  


  
    Sandreena’s former mentor sighed. “In truth, not much. If anything the temples are more difficult to infiltrate than even the Conclave, for the gods are very jealous of their domains. Several of the martial orders, however, seem to have been slightly compromised: no ordained member is suspected, but key servants, or lay administrators, have been weeded out as being undependable. Those identified are being questioned.”
  


  
    “Which orders?” Sandreena asked.
  


  
    “The more active groups: the Warders, the Hunters, the Arm, and the Hammer.”
  


  
    Pug seemed to wilt visibly at the list, and Sandreena said, “If they infiltrated any significant level of those orders, they are dangerous.”
  


  
    “Exceedingly dangerous,” added Creegan. Seeing that Amirantha didn’t quite follow, he said, “Of course, you’d know the gods and perhaps those orders by different names in your homeland.” He held up his left hand and began ticking off on each finger. “The Warders of Law serve Astalon the god of law, the Hunters are followers of Guis-wa the god of forbidden knowledge, the Arm of Vengeance serve Kahooli the Vengeful, and the Hammer serves Tith-Onanka, the war god. Many of these, especially the Arm and the Hunters are almost overt enemies, and would never knowingly work together.”
  


  
    “I see, and the Shield?” Amirantha looked pointedly at Creegan.
  


  
    “Our order is one that takes great pains in examining those we employee within the temples; magic is used to determine if those who come to serve have duplicity in their hearts. And unlike some of the other orders, we require our own members to conduct the daily business of the Order, the cooking, cleaning, and maintaining the temples, shrines, and other our places of residence. Some of the other orders do not. The Hammer, and the Hunters, feel that every member must be a warrior-priest, and to concentrate solely on those duties, they hire many to serve who are not of the Order. Therein lies their vulnerability. But even those orders I’d judge lax in selecting members have some safeguards. For infiltrators to be within their ranks would mean some agency of power is masking their duplicity.”
  


  
    “Send them messages,” said Pug. “Convince them as best you can to see to their own houses. Bring in the Ishapians if you must.” He stood up. “This meeting is over.”
  


  
    Creegan said, “The other orders will listen to the Ishapians, but they will not like it.”
  


  
    “They’ll like seeing their world in ruins at the feet of the Dread even less.”
  


  
    Creegan glanced at Amirantha, nodded to Sandreena, then turned and departed.
  


  
    Pug said, “Now, if you have that orb Magnus gave you, I’d like to visit this place you speak of and see what he is doing.”
  


  
    “Shall we return with you?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “No, rest for a few days. You’ve been travelling a great deal. I’ll return with Magnus when it’s time.”
  


  
    Amirantha retrieved the orb from his tunic pocket and gave it to Pug, who said, “See you soon,” depressed the switch on the side and vanished.
  


  
    Amirantha yawned. “After that meal, I’m in the mood for a nap. Care to join me?”
  


  
    “Those days are long over, you fraud,” Sandreena said. Then she smiled. “Rest, and I’ll see you for dinner if you’d like.”
  


  
    “I would like that a great deal,” he said and was surprised to find he meant it. “Dinner then.”
  


  
    She turned and walked away, and he watched her go and thought to himself that of all the women he had met and bedded, she was the one he could never get out of his head. With a sign of resignation, Amirantha turned and headed back to his own quarters.
  


  
    Pug appeared next to his son. Magnus was obviously in some sort of trance, as he sat ignoring the drizzling rain that had soaked him to the skin despite the best efforts of a Pantathian holding what appeared to be a make-shift umbrella that kept most of the rain off him. Which meant he had been there for a long time; knowing his son, Pug judged it had been since early this morning. While it was summer in the north, it was winter here and this far south the rain was turning bitterly cold.
  


  
    At the sight of him the Pantathian almost dropped the umbrella and said in clearly-understandable Keshian, “Oh, you startled me!”
  


  
    Pug waved his hand and said, “Apologies. Here, let me take that from you. I’m his father.”
  


  
    The reptilian creature seemed relieved. “He awoke before dawn and has been here since breaking his fast; this is his second day and we are unwilling to disturb him.”
  


  
    Pug reached out gently with his magic and then withdrew. “You could probably hit him on the head with a rock and it wouldn’t disturb him,” he said, taking the umbrella. As soon as he had hold of it he realized that despite the good intentions of the Pantathian, the gusting wind entirely defeated the effectiveness of the umbrella. Even so, he held it over his son.
  


  
    “I am La’th,” said the Pantathian. “I will inform Tavak that you are here. I am sure he will wish to welcome you himself.”
  


  
    As the creature departed, Pug reflected on how ironic it should be to be welcomed by any sort of Pantathian. For his entire adult life they had been trying their best to obliterate humanity, at least all the ones he had encountered.
  


  
    While he waited, Pug inspected the tableau. Magnus sat on a soggy cushion facing an oval of energy floating about three feet above the ground. Seeing it and the Sven-ga’ri beyond, he understood why Magnus had forgone the relatively easy task of erecting a shield of magic against the elements. It would have had to be large enough to encompass what appeared to be a massive terraced park atop the largest building in this city, which would have made deploying his other spells more problematic; or if small enough to encompass just himself, it certainly would have distorted any readings or insights gained from that examination.
  


  
    Gently he sent his mind into the matrix of light before him, seeking out his son’s presence. Finding Magnus was like finding his own hand: as father and son they were attached in a way like no other pair in Pug’s life. His lifelong friend Tomas and his departed wife, Miranda, were family of his heart, and he could find them almost as easily, but Magnus was his blood, his last remaining child.
  


  
    For a brief moment that awareness struck Pug as he remembered those children he had lost: William, his first boy, dying heroically in the defence of Krondor, and Gaminia, his adopted daughter in that same struggle. Caleb, his youngest, dying with his wife Marie, at the same time Miranda had been lost. Caleb, so strong and willing to serve, yet always the one without magic.
  


  
    Pug pushed aside that pang, for he knew it led inexorably to his fear of the curse laid upon him by the Goddess of Death: that he would watch everyone he love die before him. He had foster grandsons, Tad, Zane, and Jommy, whom he had kept at an emotional distance, fearing that to come to love them as his own would doom them. He could not honestly say if he had succeeded in keeping his affections in check.
  


  
    Turning his mind away from such morbid turns, he followed his instincts to his son’s metaphorical location within the matrix and intruded slightly to let Magnus know he was there.
  


  
    Father, came Magnus’s thought. I felt your presence when you arrived.
  


  
    Pug marvelled at the man and sorcerer his son was becoming. Pug had known other workers of magic: Kulgan, his mentor; Shimon, Hochopepa and other Tsurani Great Ones in the Assembly of Magicians on that now-lost world. Macros and his daughter Miranda. Each had special abilities and in one thing or another surpassed the others. Kulgan was a practitioner of what was known now as the Path of Lesser Magic, a distinction made by the Tsurani. The Great Ones were known to walk the Path of Greater Magic. The Greater and Lesser Paths were pointless labels from Pug’s point of view when it came to Magnus. He was a true master of any magic he sought to learn. Even the most arcane of the arts, such as Amirantha’s demon lore, Magnus had undertaken to understand, and now he could exercise some small control over demons.
  


  
    Pushing aside his wonder at his son’s ability for mind-speech, a skill shared with Pug’s adopted daughter, a skill Pug had never successfully mastered, he said, “Amirantha and Sandreena have told me of this place. It is unexpected.”
  


  
    Indeed, yet they have shown nothing but cordial hospitality. They are very wise beings, Father, and I think they know there are dark forces moving and they stand in harm’s way if they do not at least refuse to oppose us.
  


  
    Pug felt another presence nearby. “I think our host is here. I’ll return momentarily.
  


  
    Pug pulled his consciousness out of the matrix and turned to see an elderly Pantathian in a finely-made red robe with black trim now being thoroughly soaked by the intensifying rain. “You are Pug,” the Pantathian said.
  


  
    “You are Tak’ka,” returned Pug.
  


  
    “It would be false should I say you are welcome here, but we understand that your son’s appearance and now yours are fated, and accept that. Too much of our blood on your hands prevents me from offering more than tolerance and a modicum of comfort.” He glanced skyward, “Though from your son’s willingness to soak in this soon-to-be-freezing rain indicates to me that creature comforts are not very important.”
  


  
    Pug could not hide his amusement. If the Pantathian was unaware of a human sense of humour, he was naturally wry. “Oh, we appreciate comforts and I welcome tolerance. Perhaps at some time in the future we may discuss our past differences, or at least mine with your more murderous kin, but for the moment Magnus’s actions communicate a sense of urgency on his part and I defer to his judgment. As for the wet and cold, we’ve endured worse, and I expect we shall come though this, though a dry towel when we are done would be most welcome.”
  


  
    Pug couldn’t tell if the creature was amused or not, as he did not understand Pantathian facial expressions. But Tak’ka answered, “That much can be done. La’th here will remain to provide for your needs should any arise.” Without further words, the elder Pantathian turned and left the roof garden.
  


  
    Pug actually looked forward to having the opportunity to sit and speak with the apparently gentle leader of the Pantathians. He had understood so little of these created beings, these playthings of an ancient dead Dragon Lord, Alma-Lodaka, who had become a goddess to this race.
  


  
    But for now, Pug returned his attention to his son and re-entered the matrix.
  


  
    Time became meaningless and Pug realized they stood a real risk of passing out from exhaustion if they didn’t occasionally monitor their real-world existence. Then he wondered how he would know what constituted “occasionally,” given the circumstances?
  


  
    He watched as Magnus probed. He had remained an observer since Magnus had begun this exploration and seemed deft at discovering his way around this analogue of an energy field as well or perhaps better than his father would be.
  


  
    Pug virtually moved within the matrix without conscious thought to where Magnus probed the massive construct of a castle. It appeared to be a protective barrier constructed entirely of energy, and prodigious amounts of energy at that.
  


  
    They had tried moving around the barrier and learned that the illusion of size and shape was misleading. There was no “around” nor “back.” Anywhere they ceased their “movement” they were still confronted by the red barrier. After much discussion the night before, Pug was observing Magnus attempt to penetrate the barrier. The more obvious choices had been to “look” in one of the windows, but that had proved pointless; there was nothing beyond the “window.” Pug deduced that it might have been some mechanism that allowed observation from within, allowing someone or something within the matrix to observe what Magnus and Pug were attempting. But who or what that someone or something might be was beyond their understanding.
  


  
    Now Magnus was probing the “lock” in the door. Pug struggled to understand the concept. Here was an energy matrix, assembled in such a way as to imply it was a communication of some sort. But it seemed protected in a fashion that whoever placed it here wanted to be certain that only a certain person or group of people might be able to decipher it. That would imply the information was sensitive.
  


  
    Pug began an investigation of his own, exploring the limits of the matrix while Magus continued his probing of the internal barrier. When he was at last convinced he had begun to understand something of the nature of this odd artefact, he gently contacted Magnus, who withdrew.
  


  
    In a blink they were both conscious of being in the rain, drenched and chilled. They hurried to the entrance to the garden and found La’th waiting, though the Pantathian seemed on the verge of sleeping. He snapped out of his doze and handed them each a towel. “Is there anything you require?”
  


  
    Father and son glanced at one another. “Something hot to drink would be appreciated,” said Pug. “Coffee, tea, chocha, whatever else you might have.”
  


  
    “We have tea,” said the Pantathian and he hurried down the stairs.
  


  
    “What concerns me,” began Pug to Magnus, “is the incalculable energy contained within that thing.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “Me too. When I first began I concluded that this construct, this matrix, is somehow an extension of the Sven-ga’ri, and I’m convinced it’s their attempt to communicate with us. I just don’t understand why, after all this time, and why here, rather than up in the Peaks of the Quor?”
  


  
    “When we unlock that barrier and if we are able to communicate with these beings, then perhaps we will have those answers. As for the first, I speculate that time may be different to them, and perhaps it’s taken them this long to appreciate what manner of beings surround them, and how best to reach out to us. As to why here than there, I do not even care to speculate on that question.”
  


  
    Pug fell silent as the Pantathian returned with two mugs of hot tea. It was bitter and flavourful and warming and they were both grateful to have it. “How are you doing with that barrier?”
  


  
    Magnus sipped his tea and Pug studied his son for a moment. Unlike his eldest son, William, who bore a strong resemblance to Pug, or like his youngest son Caleb, who resembled his mother, Magnus barely resembled either of his parents, though Pug could see hints of Miranda around the eyes. His face was currently set in a very familiar expression of thoughtfulness as he answered, “It’s complex, obviously. It’s constantly changing but I’m beginning to discern a pattern, a repeating sequences of pulses that prevent a casual probe beyond that wall into whatever is hiding behind there. Think of it as a lock, but one that has teeth and grooves within that are moving, and out there somewhere is a key that moves in synchronization with that lock, but any other key or lock pick will merely jam the lock, rendering it useless.”
  


  
    Pug considered this. After a moment, he said, “Still, the matrix did not manifest until you appeared, what, a day after you arrived?”
  


  
    “About that,” agreed Magnus.
  


  
    “So we might conclude that there’s a reasonable expectation that you are either supposed to be in possession of that key or able to pick that lock, correct?”
  


  
    Magnus smiled. “Were our positions reversed in this conversation, Father, what would you say in answer to that?”
  


  
    Pug smiled. “I’d say you were making rash assumptions. It could be that the arrival of any magic-user triggers that response.”
  


  
    “Or any non-Pantathian,” offered Magnus.
  


  
    “Or demons on the island, or a flock of seagulls flying overhead…”
  


  
    “We should get back,” said Magnus. “We have a few hours of daylight left, and while it’s cold now, it’s going to be brutal after the sun goes down. And I feel as if I’m almost ready to try to ‘pick the lock’ as you say.”
  


  
    Pug followed his son out to where the now totally soaked and useless cushion sat, and watched as Magnus sat on it anyway, and observed him enter his trance state.
  


  
    A sudden concern struck Pug in the pit of his stomach as he recognized that his last living child was about to embark on what was perhaps a very dangerous exploration of magic. He quickly inventoried his own established spells of protection and realized he’d got sloppy lately.
  


  
    Pug had almost died because of his own arrogance when confronting the demon Jakan when he was in the guise of the Emerald Queen. That near-death experience had delivered a harsh lesson, but it had proved instructive in preparing for potentially lethal outcomes.
  


  
    Pug decided not to join his son in the matrix exploration but began to construct a spell of protection for the two of them. Of all spell-craft at Pug’s disposal, the most difficult was this, a spell to protect without warning. The difficulty arose that in the time between an attack manifesting itself and the target becoming aware, the target could already be dead before the defence could be deployed. Against arrows and sword, fire and stone, there was no way to protect without advance warning. But against magic there was always a momentary gathering of energies, sometimes less than a few seconds, yet always there before the magic was unleashed. It was that fact that gave Pug the idea for this construction of magic.
  


  
    The shell that would engulf him and anyone close, Magnus in this case, and protect them from any magical damage Pug could anticipate. As a master of his craft unequalled on this world, save perhaps for his son, that covered any form of energy, fire, or other discharge that would instantly kill the unprotected. The trick, as Nakor would have called it, was to have it deployed the instant before the attack was unleashed, and that was where Pug concentrated. The instant a malevolent magic was detected, the shield would deploy, and in that instant was the different between salvation and obliteration. The difficulty was he could only deploy such a defence in a single position, such as on top of this roof in this garden.
  


  
    Pug fashioned his spell and put the magical “trip-wire” as he thought of it in place, then let out a long sigh. As long as he stood there and didn’t move, he and Magnus stood a fair chance of surviving any trap that could be anticipated.
  


  
    It was the ones he couldn’t anticipate that had him worried.
  


  



  • Chapter Sixteen •


  


  Journeys


  
    

  


  
    Nakor swore.
  


  
    “We can run faster than these horses,” he complained to Miranda.
  


  
    “Yes, but after a few hours we’d need to eat them. And there are enough Kingdom patrols between here and Sarth I don’t wish to have to explain myself to.”
  


  
    “Well, Martin gave us a pass,” responded Nakor.
  


  
    Arkan and Calis said nothing, content to let Nakor and Miranda do all the talking. Arkan was fascinated by the human landscape as they rode past farms and villages down the coast road from Ylith to Sarth. His only remark had been to comment on the richness of this coast compared to the Northlands.
  


  
    Nakor was riding a bay gelding that seemed to slow down every time he stopped applying heel to barrel, determined to browse anything he could crop irrespective of Nakor’s wishes. Miranda had a speckled roan mare that seemed on the verge of breaking down due to an old spavin on her left hind leg. The elves had found a pair of bay geldings, one with a white blaze, both old enough they could not outride the other pair of mounts. So the best they could manage was a posting trot most of the time, with an occasional canter tossed in to break the monotony.
  


  
    Nakor continued with his complaining. “I just wish we could have found better horses.”
  


  
    Miranda smirked. “The good horses went south with the army, and the five-gaiters went with their rich owners anywhere the Keshians weren’t. Be glad we’re not riding mules.”
  


  
    Life along the shore of the Bitter Sea was picking up slowly. Martin had tried to find them a boat to sail directly to Sorcerer’s Isle, but it had been impossible. The only boat available was the dinghy used to spot the water demons and even with a demon’s strength they couldn’t row that many miles.
  


  
    So they found two horses not worth much and paid too dearly for them, and headed south. Neither Miranda nor Nakor worried about provisions, as they could hunt and forage. Neither was averse to eating raw meat and their taste was diverse. If it could be eaten, they’d eat it. And both elves were expert hunters so if provisions couldn’t be purchased, game could be killed.
  


  
    As for other travellers, few were encountered. A few dispatch riders heading from Sarth to Ylith. Miranda had Martin’s report to take to the garrison at Sarth, as she would reach that city before anyone else. There just weren’t horses to spare and besides, Martin had to keep his entire force intact to face the Keshians in the middle of the city. The gods only knew how long that armistice would endure.
  


  
    They had been on the road three days since the truce had been declared, and were determined to reach Sarth as quickly as possible. There they would find whatever craft they could to sail to Sorcerer’s Isle. Miranda was constantly battling her frustration at all those things she had once known how to do, as Miranda, rather than Child.
  


  
    And that was another thing: she and Belog were thinking of themselves more and more as Miranda and Nakor, not as their true demon identities. The emotional wear of wanting to see Pug and Magnus, the mourning over the loss of Caleb and Marie, all of it was as real to her as if she had always been Miranda, and it was taking its toll. The original Miranda, despite years of life experience, had always been impatient and impetuous, perhaps a product of her childhood where she had to scramble to survive. Her mother had been a powerful magic-user, last known as the Emerald Queen, but called Jorma when she was married to Nakor in her youth. The real Nakor and Miranda had never really decided if that in some strange way made them kin, but it had never been an issue, for they were good friends. Her father was Macros the Black, but she had only met him a half-dozen times growing up. If there was ever a man less suited to be a parent, Miranda hadn’t encountered him, but in the end he had died heroically, and Pug had survived because of that, and for that she had always been grateful to her father.
  


  
    She had never truly loved a man until she met Pug, or at least not in the way she had come to understand while with him. Before him there had been lovers, the last being Calis, which was why it was odd for Child to confront the elf prince and feel Miranda’s emotions at seeing his face. He had been a partner in many ways, in the first resistance to the demons and Pantathians when the Emerald Queen’s army had overrun Novindus. Before that she had been a vagabond, taking and leaving men as she found them. Some she grew fond of, but never enough to give up travel and discovery. A few she thought of from time to time, drifting for a moment on memories centuries old, but one thing she shared with people like Nakor, Amirantha and Pug was that most of the people she had loved.
  


  
    And apparently, she thought dryly, even dying didn’t mean you escaped that fate, it seemed.
  


  
    The sun was setting as they came upon a village and for the first time encountered problems. Six men, mercenaries from the look of them, deserters most like, were standing near the communal well when Miranda and Nakor rode into view.
  


  
    Their leader was a disreputable-looking fellow with yellowing teeth, a wall eye, and a large floppy hat underneath which stringy light brown hair flowed to his shoulder. He wore what once had been a fine officer’s riding jacket with an array of brass buttons, most of which were now missing. His grey riding trousers and black knee high boots had seen better days. But his weapons appeared well cared for and the six men with him all looked capable enough.
  


  
    “Well, what have we here?” he asked as Miranda pulled up.
  


  
    “Travellers,” she answered, “bound for Sarth. Seeking a night’s respite.”
  


  
    “Well, that’s a problem,” said the man as his companions spread out. “We’re Sarth militia, you see, and we’ve been sent here to keep the road clear of Keshian spies.”
  


  
    “Deserters, you mean,” said Nakor, jumping down from the horse. He walked up to stand before the leader and said, “You’re bandits plaguing these good people. Now, why don’t you leave?”
  


  
    The man laughed and turned to his companions. “Do you believe this little fellow?”
  


  
    Two of the bandits had crossbows, which were instantly brought to bear on the two elves before they could unlimber their bows. The leader made a “tsk, tsk,” sound. He turned back suddenly with his sword coming out of his scabbard, but before he could draw it fully free, Nakor reached out and shattered his wrist with a single squeeze. The man’s howl was turned into a gurgling gasp as Nakor reached up and tore out his throat.
  


  
    Onlooking villagers retreated into their homes, several pulling the heavy cloth doors closed, while others peered out of the windows. The two men with crossbows let fly, but Arkan and Calis were already out of their saddles, half-falling, half-leaping as the bolts sped through empty air.
  


  
    “That tears it,” said Miranda leaping from her horse. With two steps she stood next to a bandit attempting to string his bow. She ripped it from his hands and broke it over his head, his eyes rolling up into his skull as he fell to the ground.
  


  
    Within a minute the other bandits were dead and Miranda called, “You can come out now! They won’t bother you.”
  


  
    The doors remained closed for a full minute, until a man came out, his face a mask of fear. He held a large out. “It’s all we have. Take it. Please, take it and go.”
  


  
    Miranda glanced at Nakor. They didn’t need a place to sleep, but comfort was always preferable to the ground. Yet these people were so terrified of what they had just witnessed, they would do anything to see Miranda, Nakor and the elves depart, despite having just been saved from the bandits.
  


  
    Miranda said, “Keep your food. You need it more than we do.” She turned away. They mounted the horses and moved off down the road as the sun turned the sea to the west of them emerald green tipped with amber.
  


  
    After a few moments, Arkan said, “That was odd. You saved them, yet they were more frightened of you than the bandits.”
  


  
    “Normal humans don’t break wrists with a single squeeze of the hand, nor crush skulls with a blow to the head with a bow.” She took a deep breath, and then let a long sigh escape. “We move too quickly, we’re too strong. We may look like other people, but we’re not.”
  


  
    Calis shrugged. He knew Miranda wasn’t the women he once knew and loved, but he also didn’t know exactly what she was. He didn’t press for answers. By nature, he was patient and he knew that the truth would present itself eventually.
  


  
    Nakor said, “No matter how vivid our memories, we will never be one with them and they will never accept us.”
  


  
    Miranda spoke quietly. “Pug might.”
  


  
    Nakor didn’t know if that was an opinion or a hope. He said nothing.
  


  
    Sarth had proven an unexpected trial. The city was garrisoning levies of soldiers detailed to Krondor, but Krondor was already over-burdened by those forces already housed there. The entirety of the Armies of the West that had answered the Prince’s call to muster had arrived. Garrisons from Yabon in the north, Land’s End to the south-west, and everything between Krondor and Malac’s Cross to the east.
  


  
    Had they had somewhere else to go, things might have been fine, but they didn’t. They were hunkered down waiting for a Keshian offensive that never came. So the Prince’s Knight Marshal of the Principality detailed as many men to Port Vykor and Sarth as he could.
  


  
    Now there were thousands of bored, uncomfortable, and soon-to-be hungry troops milling around. The armistice was too new for the Prince to send anyone home, though after Martin’s report reached him he might choose to return the Yabon garrison north, or at least send enough veteran troops to relieve Martin.
  


  
    Miranda found the local commander and introduced herself. He was somewhat sceptical of the odd-looking quartet, until he read Martin’s report and saw it embossed with the ducal signet bearing the upward-facing crescent, the mark of the second son.
  


  
    The captain, an old soldier from Krondor, asked, “So Duke Henry is dead, then?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Miranda. “He was returning to Crydee from the road to Ylith when goblins attacked. One got lucky, or he was unlucky.”
  


  
    The old soldier got up from behind the table he was using as a desk. He had occupied a chandler’s home so the furniture was well-made. It probably had the most comfortable bed in the town. “I’ll pass along the boy’s report to the Knight Marshal. Word should reach the King within a fortnight.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “Not to make too fine a point of it, Captain, but that ‘boy’ held Crydee for a week, then retreated and held Ylith again against a full legion of Keshian Dog Soldiers, twice that number of auxiliaries, and a full company of Leopard cavalry. With two hundred men-at-arms from Crydee and the rest of the local muster, those left over after the Earl of Ylith marched south. I’d say he’s shown that he’s more than a boy.”
  


  
    “Fair point,” said the captain. “Is there anything I can do for you, lady?”
  


  
    “If there’s a boat for sale or hire, I need to travel to Sorcerer’s Isle.”
  


  
    “The Isle? Even in peace time you’d have trouble finding anyone mad enough to make that journey. It’s right off to the west of Krondor you know, and every ship in and out gives it a wide berth.”
  


  
    “I know where it is, captain. It’s my home.”
  


  
    The captain looked as if he was uncertain what to say. Finally he said, “Tell you what. Go to the docks and look for an old mad man named Sully. He has a little sloop he’s been boasting is the fastest thing in these waters. If Kesh or Queg gets a notion, you might find out if it’s true. I’ve held him here in case I needed a fast boat to Krondor or Ylith, but so far I’ve had no need of him.” The captain crossed back to his desk and quickly wrote out a note, signed it, and affixed his seal of office to it. He handed the folded document to Miranda and said, “Tell him he’s already being paid if the subject comes up. It’s a returned favour from the Prince for bringing us this report.”
  


  
    “You’re more than fair, Captain.”
  


  
    As they turned to leave, the captain said, “I’ve fought Keshians before. If the boy faced Dog Soldiers and Leopard cavalry, he’s got sand.”
  


  
    “Yes, he does,” said Nakor.
  


  
    They left and went searching for the man named Sully.
  


  
    The Seafoam Lady, a converted freighter turned into the gaudy personal transport of the Duke of Ran and his guests, hove to in the harbour in Rillanon waiting for the proper conduct from the harbourmaster to a berth at the royal docks. Normally a personage of the Duke’s rank would be given clear access to the quayside, but as every duke with a ship was either already at anchorage or just arriving, things were getting very crowded and the harbourmaster was down to his last iota of patience.
  


  
    Eventually, the Duke’s party was given clearance and a nicely-appointed longboat was sent from the quayside to the ship. A cleverly-designed if somewhat cumbersome platform on pulleys had been devised as a means to get the Duke’s portly wife to the longboat without demanding that she sacrifice her dignity by trying to climb down netting or being carried by sailors in a sling. The device was torturously slow, but eventually the Duke, Duchess, two small sons, and their four guests were in the longboat.
  


  
    Reaching the quayside, they found a carriage waiting to conduct them to guest quarters in the palace. The carriage barely held the Duke and his family and the two ladies. Ty and Hal were content to borrow horses from the escorts for the ride to the palace.
  


  
    Both young men had been to Rillanon before, Hal once and Ty on several occasions, but each experienced the same sense of wonder riding from the docks up the King’s Highway to the palace. The city was breathtaking from this vantage.
  


  
    King Rodrick IV, known to some as the Mad King, had undertaken a city renovation project in his first year, insisting that every inch of the palace be faced with the finest rose- and-gold quartz interspersed with brilliant white and pale blue tilework. Then he fancied the idea that the entire city be likewise finished, his ambition being to turn the city into the most beautiful in the world. His vision had been carried through by his successors, Kings Lyam and Borric II.
  


  
    Now as the carriage rolled along cobbles chosen for their rosy colour, the noon sun turned the entire royal hillside into a stunning display of reflected glory. Light played off one surface then another, as brilliant white façades glimmered with hints of aqua and lavender, rose and gold. Not only the palace and the homes of the powerful and rich were finished in the brilliant stone, but the public face of every house in every sector save the warehouses near the docks. Even those drab precincts were elevated from the mundane by the light that washed over them.
  


  
    But of course otherwise this was a city like any other: in dark corners evil was plotted and behind those brilliant faces, dark alleys lay wherein murder was done. A brothel or drug house might be dazzling to behold, but the trade within was the same as in the seediest corner of Durbin. As Hal’s father had warned him about Rillanon before he set off on his journey to Roldem, “A whore may be the most beautiful woman you’ve seen, my son, but she’s still a whore.” And as they entered the palace marshalling yard, Hal dismounted and thought to himself, But she is indeed a beautiful whore.
  


  
    Grooms wearing powder blue livery trimmed with golden braid hurried to take the horses and help the guests dismount from the carriage, while a line of royal household guards stood at attention, their black trousers and large, red-plumed black hats, and tabards with a golden lion on a red field making them the smartest-looking soldiers Hal had ever seen. Then his father’s voice came to him: “But can they fight?”
  


  
    Several officials came forward to greet them, and with what appeared to a genuine love of the theatricality of the moment Duke Chadwick informed the palace’s major domo, “I have the honour of presenting Her Highness, Princess Stephané of Roldem, who seeks audience with His Majesty at his earliest convenience.”
  


  
    The manager of the King’s palace had the good grace to look nonplussed for the briefest second. Then he turned to his second and said, “Make sure that the royal guest quarters are readied at once!”
  


  
    The speed with which that official took off convinced Hal that in the time it took Stephané and Gabriella to walk to the guest accommodations set aside for visiting royalty, windows would be opened, fruit and chilled wine placed upon the table, candles lit, and bedding freshened, as if they had been expecting her all along.
  


  
    Ty whispered to Hal, “I think if Sung the White showed up—,” he meant the Goddess of Purity, “—he’d have her room ready.”
  


  
    The entire party was ushered into a receiving area where a party of government officials were waiting. Standing in the middle of the group was a gentleman of middle years wearing a well-tailored dark green coat of simple cut. He bowed to Stephané and said, “Highness, allow me to present myself. I am Sir William Alcorn, the King’s Chancellor. I can only say this is a most welcome and wonderful surprise. His Majesty will of course expect you to dine with him tonight.” He turned to the Duke and said, “Your Grace,” then he greeted the Duchess, and returning to the Duke said, “Many of the Congress have gathered to discuss the coming peace with Kesh. An informal dinner has been arranged for that purpose, if you’d care to attend.”
  


  
    “Yes, of course,” answered Duke Chadwick.
  


  
    Turning to the two young men, Sir William said, “Young Lord Henry, we anticipate your father’s arrival with the other western lords in the company of Prince Edward soon. Until then please be our guest.” To Ty he added, “And you, Master Hawkins, are welcome as well.”
  


  
    Stephané turned to Hal, her expression fixed in a smile, but her face almost devoid of colour. “Would you be so kind as to call upon me once you’ve settled into your quarters, Lord Henry? You as well, Master Hawkins?”
  


  
    For the briefest moment, Sir William’s expression flickered as if he was thinking of a reason to object, but finding none he merely smiled and said, “Ask any servant and you will be shown the way. Now, if you excuse me, I must attend to the business of the day.” He bowed and moved away, whispering to a subordinate, and various servants immediate began escorting guests to different parts of the palace.
  


  
    The King’s palace was set atop the highest hill overlooking the harbour at the northern end of the Island of Rillanon, birthplace of the Kingdom of the Isles. Buried below the foundations of this city were the ruins of earlier settlements and villages. History began where lore ended, and tales of great heroes sung by bards were transcribed and gathered and thus was the history of nations fashioned.
  


  
    Hal walked past a garden, remembering that Dannis, the first island monarch to set his standard on the mainland, had made a conquest from this calm sanctuary but rather from a torch-lit stone tor a hundred feet below this palace, covered by centuries of detritus, a single tower that had been raised over a thatch-roofed village of daub-and-waddle huts protected by a log palisade. The mighty Kingdom fleet had comprised a dozen long barques with single masts with less than thirty warriors per boat, and Bas-Tyra had been a rival village on the mainland with its own single tor overlooking log walls.
  


  
    Still, thought Hal as they reached the apartment he’d be sharing with Ty, thinking of the past with more glory and beauty than it deserved was a common failing of conquerors, and it provided goals for dealing with the dark and murderous reality of today.
  


  
    Rillanon might be the most beautiful city on the planet, but conquest and murder, betrayal and mayhem had made it that way.
  


  
    Ty and Hal followed a servant to the Princess’s quarters where they were quickly admitted by Gabriella. Both young men were wearing clothing that had been provided by the palace: to their amazement it fitted well, right down to highly polished boots.
  


  
    The Princess rose and said, “Please, come into the garden.”
  


  
    Ty and Hal exchanged glances: in the late afternoon the garden would be quite hot.
  


  
    Gabriella moved quickly around the perimeter of the garden, obviously looking for eavesdroppers. The garden presented one open side to the city and harbour below, perfect for watching the sunrise should one be up that early, and two low walls, behind which no one lurked.
  


  
    Softly the Princess said to both Hal and Ty, “That man who greeted us?”
  


  
    “Yes?”
  


  
    “That’s Lord John Worthington.”
  


  
    Both Hal and Ty looked at one another then back at the Princess.
  


  
    “I know you’ll think me mad, but you did meet Lord John at the reception after the Masters’ Championship. Don’t you remember?”
  


  
    Ty and Hal again exchanged glances, but neither could conjure up a good memory of Lord John Worthington. Finally, colour rising in his cheeks, Hal said, “If I’m to be honest, Stephané, I remember little except being in a bit of pain; and seeing you for the first time.”
  


  
    Stephané’s eyes widened slightly and a slight smile passed over her lips, but then her expression became serious once more. “I’m not jesting with you. If that’s not Lord John Worthington who greeted us, it’s his twin.”
  


  
    Ty said, “I vaguely remember Lord John, but truth to tell, I was in much the same position as Hal… without the pain, of course.” He smiled.
  


  
    Stephané didn’t. She looked at Gabriella.
  


  
    Lady Gabriella said, “They are like twins, gentlemen. I’ve been the Princess’s companion for five years now, and I’ve encountered Lord John on dozens of occasions over the last three. They could be the same man.”
  


  
    “If they are twins,” said Hal, “that begs many questions.”
  


  
    “Worthington is an Isles name,” said Ty. “Cousins perhaps?”
  


  
    “More than that, I am certain of it,” said Stephané. With a slight inclination of her head she instructed Gabrielle to take Ty to the far side of the garden so that she could have a moment alone with Hal. When they were as far removed from the other couple as possible, she said, “I wanted to thank you for everything.”
  


  
    Hal found himself suddenly speechless, as flummoxed as he had been the first time he had met her. Now, as then, she was dressed in court finery, and although her hair was not set in some grand fashion, it was freshly washed and framed her face in natural waves. Her wide blue eyes stared at him in a way that made him feel amazed and disconcerted at one and the same time. “Ah,” he began, “no need. I was only…” He couldn’t speak.
  


  
    She looked up into his dark brown eyes and stepped close. Putting her cheek against his, she said, “I know. I see how you look at me. I treasure that love.”
  


  
    Hal’s mouth was dry.
  


  
    Stephané whispered, “Until I return home safely, please do not leave my side.”
  


  
    Trying to still his pounding heart, Hal spoke quietly. “I am your obedient servant, Your Highness. I will be but a call away from now until you are with your father.”
  


  
    “Thank you.” Standing on her toes, she kissed him on the cheek. With her lips next to his ear she whispered, “I have never met your like, and I will hold you in my heart until death.” Then she turned away, saving Hal further awkwardness.
  


  
    So many things had happened since that first night Hal had seen her. His feelings were a jumble, and he was desperate to say more to her, but he knew that he never would. She would marry someone important to the Kingdom and he was, at best, years away from becoming a rural duke in the far west. Title and land he would possess, along with responsibility and obligation, but the sort of political influences needed to make him a suitor for the hand of the Princess of Roldem would be but an idle dream. The possibility that she might look upon him as something more than a loyal friend at one and the same time buoyed and sank his heart. He pushed down the ache that was growing and reminded himself that he had been raised to do his duty to king and country.
  


  
    His reverie was interrupted by the arrival of a page who said, “Lord Henry of Crydee?”
  


  
    Hal turned. “Yes?”
  


  
    “The King is asking for you now, sir.”
  


  
    Hal glanced at the Princess, and she indicated with a tilt of her chin that he should go at once; she’d be fine in the company of Ty and Gabriella.
  


  
    Hal hurried after the page who led him through a series of corridors so that they approached the King’s royal apartment though a side door, out of sight of the throng of courtiers waiting in the main hall of the palace for their chance to speak with the King.
  


  
    Hal stepped through the door held open by the page and was surprised by how sparsely decorated the room was. There was a desk by a window that offered a lovely view of the harbour, a single ancient tapestry hanging on one wall, a small table with a pitcher and goblets on it, and a single chair at the desk. In the chair sat the King.
  


  
    Hal bowed and the King rose, extending his hand. Hal gripped it and looked into King Gregory’s face. He was shocked.
  


  
    In the few months since he had been presented at court, the King’s health had obviously declined. He was thinner, his complexion gone sallow, and his hair hanging lifelessly to his shoulders.
  


  
    “My boy,” said the King. “We fear we bear grave tidings and wished to be the one to tell you.”
  


  
    Fearing the worst, Hal said, “What is it, sire?”
  


  
    “Word has reached us from Krondor that your father was taken in battle. You are now Duke of Crydee, Henry.”
  


  
    Hal was too stunned to speak.
  


  
    The Princess, Ty, and Gabriella comforted Hal as best they could. While they waited for the summons to the royal dinner Hal recounted his boyhood in Crydee and the good times he remembered with his father, mother, and two younger brothers.
  


  
    At one point he looked at the ring on his finger and said, “This will go to my eldest son one day.”
  


  
    “Your father’s signet?” asked the Princess. “You will take that?”
  


  
    “It will be buried with him as is traditional, and a new one will be forged for me. My brothers will then give me theirs and will receive rings for whatever offices the Crown sees fit for them.” He sighed and sat back. They were in the little garden next to the Princess’s chamber sipping iced drinks of fruit juice and white wine as the afternoon heat was falling away. “I knew this day would come, eventually, but to come so soon and… unexpected.”
  


  
    Stephané took his hand and gripped it for a moment.
  


  
    Trying to lighten the mood, Hal said, “Ty, why don’t you come to Crydee? You’d be the greatest swordmaster in history.”
  


  
    “You’re drunk,” said the young man from Olasko. “Or you should be.”
  


  
    “Maybe later,” said Hal. “I do not want to embarrass myself before the King in my first official act as Duke of Crydee. What about it? Care to train farm boys how to be soldiers?”
  


  
    Ty laughed. “I don’t think I’m cut out for that life, Your Grace.”
  


  
    Hal held up his hand. “Not yet, please.”
  


  
    “I’m an eastern lad, Hal. I love the cities and the dining, the gambling and…” he looked at Gabriella, “the ladies too much.”
  


  
    She fixed him with a slightly disapproving eye.
  


  
    Hal went on, “Assuming there’s a Crydee to return to. The reports forwarded to me are not good. A great deal hinges on what sort of peace the King can arrange with the Emperor. I may be a duke without a duchy.”
  


  
    “I’m sure something good will come out of all this,” said the Princess.
  


  
    Gabriella smiled. “Her Highness has always had a far more cheery outlook on how life works than most.”
  


  
    “Not a bad way to be,” conceded Ty. “Many get worn down by worry and fretting over things we cannot control.”
  


  
    “But you have to be prepared for all eventualities,” said Hal, “including the most dire.”
  


  
    “Which is why you’ll make a wonderful duke and I will not,” said Ty, lifting his glass.
  


  
    A page arrived and announced the reception would be underway soon. Hal and Ty excused themselves to retire to their quarters and when they reached them, found that sumptuous court raiment had been laid out for them.
  


  
    Hal was given a russet tunic with the ducal crest of Crydee over the heart, a golden seagull in flight, black leggings and boots adorned with what appeared to be real gold buckles. A finely-made chain sword-belt with a scabbard covered in matching russet velvet set with a line of black opal surrounded in gold completed the outfit. “Gods, what this must have cost!” he said examining the clothing.
  


  
    Ty was equally impressed with a powder blue tunic with a small insignia denoting the earldom where his father was reputedly a squire; a fiction created by the Conclave of Shadows for his father when he served them, but as far as the Kingdom’s heraldic office was concerned, young Ty was entitled to the rank of squire, even if they had no idea where he was from, or to whose service he was pledged. White hose and black boots and a silver chain sword-belt with a gold-topped scabbard in dark blue velvet studded with three diamonds completed his regalia.
  


  
    Hal looked at it and said, “I see your title of Champion of the Masters’ Court won you the better scabbard.”
  


  
    Dryly, Ty said, “Yes, Your Grace,” as he began to change. That earned him a pillow thrown at his head. “Better get used to it, Hal. You’ll hear it a lot tonight.”
  


  
    Hal was silent for a moment, thinking of his family, then he began to dress.
  


  
    They entered the vast hall and a squire showed Ty to his place at a lower table, as befitted his rank, and then escorted Hal to his place at the King’s table. He found himself standing next to Lord Chadwick who quietly said, “Sorry to hear about your father, lad. He was a very good man.”
  


  
    Between Chadwick and the empty chair next to the throne where the King would dine stood two other men who nodded politely. Hal recognized them as Lawrence of Salador and Geoffrey of Bas-Tyra. He returned their greetings and they waited until at last the Master of Ceremonies announced the King.
  


  
    The King entered with his queen on his arm, and Hal was struck by the contrast. The Queen was a beauty to rival Princess Stephané, yet there was something about her that was… empty. She smiled and nodded to various members of the court, her behaviour bordering on the flirtatious, and Hal wondered if some of the rumours about her that had reached Crydee before he left were true. However, the rumours were immaterial as she had still not given the King a son, so questions of paternity were moot. And from what he had seen of the King’s deteriorating condition, it appeared unlikely there would be one.
  


  
    Behind them came James, Duke of Rillanon, perhaps the single most powerful noble in the Kingdom. Behind him walked two other men, one whom Hal recognized instantly as Sir William Alcorn, and the other he reckoned must be Montgomery, Earl of Rillanon, the Duke’s second-in-command. Suddenly Hal began to understand what a dog-fight would erupt over power if this king died without naming an heir. The only other player who would matter was Prince Oliver of Simrick, who was absent. Hal felt his stomach tighten as he realized he would be concerned with none of this had his father lived.
  


  
    Once the King was in his place, he waved for the assembled guests to sit. “My lords, ladies, and gentlemen, our first duty tonight is a sad one.” He motioned for Hal to come and stand on the other side of the table, which the young lord from Crydee did at once. “I present to you Henry of Crydee, now Duke, upon the death of his father also named Henry, our most loyal servant in the west, and our beloved cousin.” He motioned and a page brought over a cushion upon which sat a golden signet ring. “As is custom, the late duke will be buried with his signet and I have taken it upon myself to present the young duke with this new one, as a token of affection for my beloved cousin. Kneel.”
  


  
    Feeling a little awkward, Hal did as ordered. The King stood up then declared, “Rise Harold, Duke of Crydee.”
  


  
    There was a smattering of polite applause in the room and Hal received the new signet from the page. He felt the weight and realized it wasn’t gold over bronze as his father’s ring had been, but rather made of solid gold. He put his old signet in his belt purse, against the day he had a son to whom to give it, slipped on the new ring and found it a good fit.
  


  
    As he came back to his chair and sat, Duke Chadwick leaned over and said, “That was a bit of an odd play, don’t you think?”
  


  
    “The table certainly made it awkward.”
  


  
    “No, not that. He could have waited until court tomorrow to invest you, but he chose to do it here, before all the members of Congress. He might has well have gone out to the archery range and fetched back a target to affix to your back, boy.”
  


  
    Hal was still coping with the gravity of his new title and missed the point. “What? I’m sorry, I don’t…”
  


  
    “He named you cousin, before every lord in the palace. He’s tossed you in with me, Oliver, and Montgomery.” Quickly the Duke added, “I pray to any god who’ll listen not to give me the job of king. Montgomery is not a man for the job, any more than Prince Edward in Krondor is. That leaves Oliver, but now there’s you.” With a humourless chuckle, Chadwick said, “Be cautious, boy. You’re about to make a great many new friends, and enemies as well.”
  


  
    Hal sat back, trying not to feel overwhelmed.
  


  
    A few minutes later the squire announced Princess Stephané, who made her entrance as the entire company of nobles rose and bowed. Hal could barely breathe at the sight of her. It was the gala for the Masters’ Court Championship all over again. The Queen’s seamstresses had worked magic in creating a stunning lilac gown edged with embroidered golden pears. She wore a matching set of jewellery, as well as a gold embroidered shoulder wrap. Gabriella entered behind her in a shimmering gown of dark green that set her colouring off to good effect, as did as fine a set of emeralds as Hal had ever seen. He suspected the jewellery were on loan from the Queen’s collection.
  


  
    Stephané moved gracefully until she stood before the King’s table and bowed. “Welcome,” said Gregory. He indicated she should come around and sit to the left of his wife, and when she was in place, everyone again sat down.
  


  
    Hal hardly noticed when the first course of dinner was placed before him. He looked around the hall and saw it with different eyes, as if he was in the most improbable wilderness one could imagine. Some of these nobles were harmless, while others were as dangerous as any predators in the wild.
  


  
    He felt eyes on him, and turned to see Sir William Alcorn watching him for a brief second from a seat at the far end of the table, before turning away as if in conversation.
  


  
    Hal had never felt more out of his depth in his life.
  


  



  • Chapter Seventeen •


  


  Reunion


  
    

  


  
    Miranda jumped into the water.
  


  
    Nakor was a step behind, as both leapt into the waist-deep surf. The two elves followed.
  


  
    It had taken a little bribery beyond the normal bullying from the garrison captain in Sarth to get Captain Sully to sail to Sorcerer’s Isle. Even then, he had refused to come ashore, insisting they wade in from as close as he was willing to get and Miranda had grudgingly agreed, too pleased to have finally reached Sorcerer’s Isle to be concerned by the discomfort. Arkan and Calis were elven-kind, so their natural reticence masked whatever they might be feeing at this point.
  


  
    “Now we hike,” Miranda said briskly.
  


  
    As they trudged up the long pathway from the beach to the rise that marked the end of sand and beginning of meadow, they were not unobserved.
  


  
    In the distant tower of the Black Castle, a lookout had spied their boat approaching and had already alerted those whose job it was to guard the island from interlopers.
  


  
    As they approached the crest of the hill, they saw figures waiting for them.
  


  
    A young magician named Theodor stood flanked by Amirantha and Sandreena, who had volunteered to accompany the youngster as much out of boredom as any fear of assault on the island. All three now stood in astonishment and confusion seeing the group, one of whom they were sure was dead, climb the hillside.
  


  
    Miranda waved a greeting, her face split in as broad a grin as anyone had ever seen, such was her joy to be home. Then suddenly Amirantha cried, “Demons!”
  


  
    Sandreena put her shield up and drew back to attack Miranda while Amirantha began a spell of banishment. Theodor stood rooted, uncertain of what was happening.
  


  
    Calis and Arkan were both caught unprepared. Arkan began to unlimber his bow, but Calis put out a retraining hand before the moredhel chieftain could nock and fire.
  


  
    Nakor felt the banishment magic gather and knew that within a moment he and Miranda would find themselves back in the Fifth World; in the second circle if they were lucky, and if they were not, in the mad lands or into the void. He reached into his bag and drew back, throwing as hard as he could.
  


  
    An orange struck Amirantha dead in the centre of his forehead, breaking his concentration and interrupting the spell.
  


  
    Sandreena had been fighting demons for years, so what she didn’t expect was one to step away from her attack instead of attacking back. Miranda deftly stepped to one side and let the heavily armoured Sergeant Knight-Adamant of the Order of the Shield of the Weak overbalance when she met no resistance. Miranda couldn’t resist sticking out her foot, so that Sandreena tumbled down the path.
  


  
    Amirantha shook off his blurry vision to find Nakor holding out his hand, and saying, “Please don’t do that until we’ve talked.” Unable to think of anything better to do, Amirantha reached up and let the little man help him to his feet.
  


  
    Sandreena finally stopped rolling, came to her feet in a crouch and was about to attack, but found Miranda patiently waiting at the top of the path, holding out one hand, palm outward. “Don’t!” was all she said.
  


  
    Sandreena hesitated and Nakor laughed. “You must be Sandreena and Amirantha. I am Nakor. I died before we met.” The absurdity of that statement made him laugh. “We have a lot to talk about, but let’s wait until we get back to the villa. I’m sure Pug and Magnus will want to hear this as well.”
  


  
    Arkan and Calis exchanged looks, revealing in subtle elven fashion that they found the entire exchange vaguely amusing.
  


  
    Sandreena slowly shook her head. “Why not?” She trudged up the path and said, “We know you’re not who you seem to be. Who are you?”
  


  
    “Well,” said Nakor in obvious delight. “I am Nakor. This is Miranda. The dark-haired fellow is Arkan, and the fair-haired one is Calis.” He pointed to the elves. “They’re who they appear to be.” He pointed to Miranda and then himself. “We sort of are who we seem to be, but that’s not the full story, which is better told over wine.”
  


  
    He turned and started walking down the long path to the villa below. Sandreena gave Miranda a wide berth and followed, obviously very unhappy at being made to look foolish. Amirantha fell in beside Miranda and looked at the dead woman who now reeked of demon-magic, absently tossing the orange in the air. “I suspect wine will help,” the warlock said to Miranda, “but I’m not certain it’ll help me understand.”
  


  
    She looked at him and simply said, “Kalkin,” as if that explained everything.
  


  
    Amirantha said, “Oh,” then a moment later said, “Oh! Yes, we do have much to speak of.”
  


  
    Sandreena tried hard not to turn to look at what she knew to be two demons calmly walking into the heart of the Conclave of Shadows.
  


  
    Sitting in the kitchen, Sandreena seemed unable to grasp what she had just heard. “So, somehow… Kalkin, Ban-ath, the god of thieves and liars… put your minds into the body of demons? In the demon realm?”
  


  
    Miranda seemed ready to throttle the holy knight, but she restrained herself. Nakor said, “No, those aren’t ‘our minds,’ but our memories. I do not know what happened to Nakor’s mind when he died on Omadrabar. Maybe mind and soul are the same thing? Maybe he went to Lims-Kragma’s hall and started anew on the Wheel? Maybe he didn’t. He was on the Dasati world, so maybe he’s now reborn a Dasati? I have no idea. But what I do have is all of Nakor’s memories.” He shrugged. “I have the memories of Belog as well. I was Belog first. But the more I live like Nakor, the more like him I feel. Mostly I think of myself as Nakor now.”
  


  
    “And you?” Sandreena asked of Miranda.
  


  
    Looking off into space, she replied, “The same.” She had been crushed to discover that Pug and Magnus were somewhere on the other side of the world investigating the Pantathians, and not for the first time, but with the most vehemence, she cursed not having Miranda’s powers. In her mind she could remember how it worked. The true Miranda would have been able to sense where they were and just go there.
  


  
    Amirantha repeated an earlier observation. “And we so far have no idea why Ban-ath would do such a thing.”
  


  
    Nakor shrugged, his hands held out palms up in perplexity. “The last time was when he put the memories of Macros the Black into a dying Dasati who became important in rescuing that race from a horrible end. Maybe it’s something like that. I’m not sure Macros knew that world had been taken over by a rogue Dreadlord who subverted the entire race.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “I remember hearing the details from Pug, or at least those he was willing to share.” She glanced at Miranda who nodded. “What I never understood is how one Dreadlord could do that.”
  


  
    “We may never know,” answered Miranda. “I don’t know how often you talked about that after I… well, after Miranda was killed.” She rolled her shoulders then chuckled ruefully. “I can still feel that demon’s jaws tearing into my neck.”
  


  
    Sandreena stood up. “If you will excuse me.” She tried to sound apologetic and failed. “I just need some time to think…”
  


  
    Amirantha waited for a moment, then said, “I’ll go speak to her.”
  


  
    He followed Sandreena out of the kitchen and down the path that led to the quest quarters. “Are you unwell?”
  


  
    She rolled her eyes in a way that told him she considered that as stupid a question as could be. “This goes against every instinct I have, Amirantha. I’m sitting at a kitchen table chatting with demons. All I want to do is break their skulls with my mace and send them back to the Fifth Hell!”
  


  
    “It’s an unusual situation for you, I know,” he said. “My experiences are different—”
  


  
    She interrupted him. “Of course they’re different! You summoned them to play your confidence game on gullible villagers and nobles alike. You kept them around for pets. You had one as a lover!”
  


  
    “I thought we agreed never to discuss Dalthea again?”
  


  
    “You agreed,” she nearly spat. Amirantha had summoned a succubus as a lover when he grew tired of watching those he cared for die, and unfortunately Sandreena and he had become intimate at a time when he was still under the impression it was a passing thing. It was only after she found him in bed with the demon and tried to murder them both that he understood she had been a great deal more serious about the affair than he. It had taken them years to get past that, and from her current attitude, it appeared she wasn’t as far past it as he had thought.
  


  
    “Look, can we just put that aside until we are in a place less fraught with danger? I don’t think you fully grasp the scope of this. Yes, it’s startling to see Nakor and Miranda in front of us, and her looking as we last saw her moments before she died.” Neither had met Nakor before, but hearing his story combined with Miranda had given weight to both stories. “But think of this: a god has manipulated things beyond recognition, towards an end only he knows, but it must be vital, otherwise why bother?”
  


  
    “The Trickster?” she asked. “Because he’s bored?”
  


  
    “Maybe, but unlikely. No, this is something critical.” He looked out into the distance. “Things are moving out there,” he said. “We’ve seen too many terrors and wonders in our days not to understand that this is no longer a simple matter of an errant demon blundering into our world to be banished again; these two are here for a reason and we must discover it.” Then he added, “And I feel we must discover it soon.”
  


  
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you this serious about anything.”
  


  
    Amirantha looked away into the distance. “There are many things I would change if I could, Sandreena. How I treated you is one. But since encountering Kaspar and having him bring Brandos and me here… my perspective on many things has changed. I’ve never spoken of this to anyway, not even Brandos, and you know he’s like a son to me.” She nodded, saying nothing. “As a boy I watched my people destroyed in a mad ruler’s war against another petty tyrant. What was left of the Saltumbria was my mother, myself and two crazy brothers, both of whom seemed to spend a large part of their creative energies trying to kill me. We were spared only because we had been driven away by our people because they thought our mother was a witch and mad. Both were true, but that’s beside the point. Had we been welcomed within that community we would have perished with the rest of our tribe. Here I found something larger than myself to believe in.” He looked at her. “You understand that. You would give your life for your order and your goddess.”
  


  
    She said, “If need be, yes, but it wouldn’t be my first choice.”
  


  
    “Nor mine, and I’m not even sure if it came to that I could be that self-sacrificing, but I know I never cared about doing the right thing before I came here. Oh, I think I did the right thing in caring for Brandos.” He smiled in remembrance. “You should have seen him as a boy. He was tough and defiant and could fight like a cornered sewer rat, but there was something in him I liked.”
  


  
    “So you took him in.” Sandreena said. “Is he coming back?”
  


  
    “He and Samantha are keeping to themselves in the tor I built outside Maharta. I think he’s worried that if I find out he’s ill I’ll worry too much.”
  


  
    “He’s ill?”
  


  
    “Just an old man’s cough, but that’s the thing, isn’t it? I raised him from a boy, and now he looks old enough to be my father.” He held out his hands and turned them over, as if trying to see something. “They don’t look any different than a hundred years ago, Sandreena. I have no grey hair. No wrinkles, and until I met Pug, Marcus, and Miranda, I’d never met another human being who didn’t age. There is something here to fight for, even if I’m not quite willing to die for it.”
  


  
    She nodded, not sure where he was going.
  


  
    “The point,” he said as if reading her mind, “is that those two came back from the dead for a reason, and it’s that reason we should be thinking about, not that they are here.”
  


  
    “I think I understand. It’s just… I’ve been fighting demons since I took up the shield, and to sit and chat with two of them… it takes getting use to.”
  


  
    “Let’s go back and see if we can begin to uncover the reason for this strange turn of events and, please, try not to kill either one before we’re done?”
  


  
    She gave him a tiny smile. “I’ll try. No promises, but I’ll try.”
  


  
    He chuckled.
  


  
    “What about those elves?” she asked as they walked back toward the house.
  


  
    “What about them?”
  


  
    “Calis I like, but that other one, Arkan…”
  


  
    Amirantha nodded. “There’s something different about him, true, but I can’t put my finger on it. But then, before I came here the only elves I had met were in Novindus, and down there they are not all that different from you and me.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “I’ve seen a few up here, and, well… he’s just different.”
  


  
    Amirantha remained silent and they returned to the kitchen.
  


  
    Nakor and Miranda looked as the two of them entered. Behind them, students and magicians who worked for the Conclave began preparing the evening meal.
  


  
    “It’s changed, the Villa,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Amirantha nodded. “It was utterly destroyed when you—”
  


  
    “Died,” supplied Miranda. “I remember. The dying I mean.”
  


  
    “Pug abandoned the Villa,” said Sandreena. “He took your death, and Caleb’s, and Marie’s very hard.”
  


  
    Amirantha said, “He just… left, for a while. Travelled I guess. We few who remained lingered at the black castle. The rest scattered.”
  


  
    “For a while I think he feared another such attack,” said Sandreena. “It was a dreary few years, but then one day, Pug seemed to have come to some sort of closure and he decided it was time to revive the Villa and bring back the students and teachers. He decided to change things as he went, making some improvements.”
  


  
    Miranda looked thoughtful. At last she said, “I don’t know how long we’ll be here. Perhaps it’s best we not dwell on such things as the past.”
  


  
    Sandreena looked at her quizzically.
  


  
    Miranda said, “We know we were… resurrected for a purpose.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “And it is most certainly a critical one.”
  


  
    “But we do not know what that purpose is.” She opened her hands. “I was hoping once I reached the island, met Pug… something would be revealed, our purpose made clear.” She was silent for a moment, then said, “So we wait until Pug returns. I wish I could go to him.”
  


  
    “Why not?” asked Amirantha, rubbing his forehead absently.
  


  
    “I have Miranda’s memories, but not her abilities. I have demon ‘tricks’ as Nakor calls them.”
  


  
    “How did you throw that fireball in Ylith?” he asked. “I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
  


  
    “It wasn’t a fireball,” she said with a wry smile. “I summoned a lesser fire demon— basically an elemental— and threw it at the Keshians. He roamed around randomly until enough of him dissipated that he couldn’t maintain cohesion and he returned to the demon realm.”
  


  
    Nakor laughed aloud. “That’s a wonderful trick.”
  


  
    Sandreena looked at Amirantha rubbing his forehead and said, “What is wrong with you?”
  


  
    Amirantha realized what he was doing and said, “Sorry, it’s just a little tender where he smacked me with that orange.”
  


  
    Miranda’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you get that orange, anyway?”
  


  
    Nakor shrugged. “I just reached into the bag and there it was.”
  


  
    “But that ‘there’ is a minor rift into that warehouse.”
  


  
    “Yes,” he agreed. “And?”
  


  
    “You can’t do that trick.”
  


  
    His face was alight with realization. “I just did it! I didn’t think about it, or try to do it, I just did it!”
  


  
    He held up his right hand, his short sleeve falling to his elbow and moved his hand. Suddenly with a snap, a card appeared in it. He was almost giddy with delight as he made cards appear and started tossing them around the kitchen. Some of the students preparing the evening meal stopped to watch.
  


  
    “I just did it!” he shouted, jumping up from his chair to do a little dance in a circle. “I just did it!”
  


  
    Miranda smiled. She asked, “Once more? You just did it?”
  


  
    “I didn’t think. I just reached in and grabbed an orange!” His glee was infections. Sandreena and Amirantha found themselves smiling broadly at his happiness.
  


  
    Miranda closed her eyes for a second, and then said, “If you can, I can!”
  


  
    Without warning she threw out her hand and a column of flames sprang from her palm. With a flick of her wrist and a back and forth motion, she made it vanish. She laughed girlishly. “Don’t think! Just do it!”
  


  
    She stood up and looked at Nakor with deep appreciation. “Thank you.” Then, suddenly, she vanished.
  


  
    “What?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “Where did she go?” asked Amirantha.
  


  
    Nakor laughed out loud. “She went to find Pug,” he said. “She didn’t think about it. She just did it!” He continued his dance in a circle, and the two demon experts exchanged glances. They had never seen, nor could they imagine, a demon dancing for sheer joy.
  


  
    Pug and Magnus were sitting quietly on cushions at a low table, drinking tea. “One thing that constantly amazes me,” said Magnus. “There’s an illusion of scale that’s fluid. At moments I feel as if I’m standing outside a massive barrier, yet at others I feel almost god-like looking down on the most delicate and finely crafted miniatures crafted by a master toymaker.”
  


  
    Pug nodded. “Since I returned for Kelewan and assumed the mantle of the Black Sorcerer from your grandfather, I have constantly been astonished at the resilience of the human mind. It interprets what it doesn’t understand. What we’re studying is a metaphor for some sort of complex energy…” He shook his head. “This is the sort of thing that used to utterly delight Nakor.” He smiled in remembrance. “I never met a man who so loved mysteries.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “Have you come to any conclusions about this matrix?”
  


  
    “I suspect it’s a trap of some sort.”
  


  
    “If so, it’s very subtle.”
  


  
    “Those are the most dangerous,” said his father.
  


  
    “Why did it suddenly manifest here? Why now? And why not at the other Sven-ga’ri location in the Peaks of the Quor?”
  


  
    Pug chuckled. “Impatience?”
  


  
    “No, just frustration, I guess.” Magnus fixed his father with a pale blue eye and said, “The hardest part here is not knowing if we’re making progress or wasting time.”
  


  
    “Something in there is familiar,” said Pug. “Something that echoes…” He stopped. “I find myself when we’re in there thinking of Tomas.”
  


  
    Magnus was silent for a moment, then said, “Valheru?”
  


  
    “Perhaps. The Sun Elves told us they were placed to protect the Quor by the Dragon Lords. These Pantathians were created by a Dragon Lord, perhaps to also protect the Sven-ga’ri.”
  


  
    Pug fell silent, pressing the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger.
  


  
    “Are you all right?” asked his son.
  


  
    “Just tired. This is exciting work, but I’m not sure how much it bears on all the other troubles we’re facing. I’m trying not to let it become a distraction from our other problems.”
  


  
    “You’re doing all you can. Have you identified those who betrayed us in the Conclave?”
  


  
    “A few of those who are primarily allied with Keshian factions in the Academy,” said Pug. He stretched and suppressed the urge to yawn. “No one critical appears to have been involved in any acts of betrayal.”
  


  
    Magnus thought about this, then said, “Many of our sources have been cut off. Jim Dasher’s organization in the Isles is still somewhat effective, though his agents in Kesh are non-existent. Roldem’s intelligence is minimal. Kesh’s is non-existent.”
  


  
    “Only magic could have turned that many loyal agents disloyal.”
  


  
    “It had to be subtle,” agreed Magnus. “And it had to be practised over a long time.”
  


  
    Pug chuckled as he stood up. “The only time we’ve ever faced this sort of subtle, long term planning, the Pantathians were behind it.”
  


  
    “The Great Uprising,” said Magnus. “You’ve spoken of it many times.”
  


  
    “Disguising a Serpent Priest as a dark elf… that alone is a prodigious feat. Moredhel shamans are like elven spellweavers; they’re in touch with basic elements of magic and can sense disruption. Moreover, the false Murmandamus had a Pantathian Serpent Priest as a servant, which would instantly arouse suspicion, yet he not only withstood scrutiny by the clans of the north, he rallied them and led them against the Kingdom.”
  


  
    Magnus studied his father. “What are you thinking?”
  


  
    “I’m thinking that in all our dealings with the Pantathians directly, little about them is subtle.” He held up the porcelain cup he was drinking from. “This is subtle, finely made by a craftsman in Kesh. Part of the trade bounty these people have with their neighbours to the north. This is unexpected. These Pantathians might not be capable of fashioning such a fine cup, but they appreciate its beauty beyond utility, because otherwise we’d be drinking out of a stone or metal cup.
  


  
    “They appreciate beauty,” he said waving his hand around the room, filled with richly embroidered cushions and tapestries. “Craftsmanship,” he added, putting his hand on the exquisite lacquered table.
  


  
    “But these fine beings have no magic,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Yes, they have no magic,” his father echoed. “The Shangri, on the other hand are prodigious artificers of magic, yet they are nearly mindless and do only what they are instructed to do. They need constant supervision.”
  


  
    “And the Serpent Priests are somewhere in the middle,” added Magnus.
  


  
    “Which leaves us with a final question,” said Pug. “Who is telling the Shangri what to do and the Serpent Priests when to do it?”
  


  
    “And you suspect the answer has something to do with that familiar feeling you experience with the matrix, that echo of magic that reminds you of Tomas?”
  


  
    “Yes, somehow the Valheru are still involved in all this.”
  


  
    Magnus was also silent for a while. Then he said, “We need more information.”
  


  
    “Obviously,” said Pug with a fatherly smile. “So many times I thought we were passed this or that problem, only to have it reassert itself in a different form. There is some hidden entity behind all of this, perhaps going back as far as the creation of the Lifestone by the Valheru.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    Pug laughed. “If I knew, it wouldn’t be a mystery.”
  


  
    “You’re tired,” said Magnus. “Perhaps we should cease examining the matrix until tomorrow?”
  


  
    “The sun just set, we can work another—”
  


  
    Suddenly they both felt a flash of very familiar energy. Magnus rose from his cushions and his eyes widened in amazement. “Mother…?”
  


  
    Pug was speechless. Seemingly out of the air his dead wife appeared, now fully restored to life. It was impossible. He had seen her die, her neck torn open by a demon’s jaws, her life spilling on the ground before he could react. He had stood silently by, his heart breaking, as Miranda and their son Caleb and his wife Marie, or what had been left of their mortal remains, had been consigned to a funeral pyre. Now she stood before him as he remembered her. He was stunned, unable to move or otherwise react.
  


  
    As Miranda started to speak, “I’m not—” Magnus drew back his hand and began a spell.
  


  
    “That’s not Mother!” he shouted, and cast a bolt of purple energy that would stun and imprison her.
  


  
    Except that Miranda held up both hands and the purple energy seemed to wash around her like wine splashing over a bubble of glass. Globules of energy spun off like spray to dissipate into the air. When the blast finished, Miranda flicked her hands as if shaking water off of them and said, “I taught you that spell, Magnus! When you were seven, trying to catch that wild kitten you wanted as a pet. Remember what happened? She scratched you until you let her go!”
  


  
    The voice was his mother’s, the memory was hers, but the scent of her magic was wrong. Magnus had an ability both his parents lacked, to sense the author of magic if he or she was known to him, a lingering “scent” as he thought of it, and while everything else seemed to be his mother returned from death, that scent was not only wrong, it felt inhuman.
  


  
    “What are you?” Magnus asked hoarsely while Pug stood rooted, motionless, unable apparently to speak.
  


  
    “I’ll tell you everything,” Miranda said, tears welling up and running down her face as she stood before the two people she loved more than life itself. “Everything,” she repeated. “But first… I have every memory and feeling… I… I have missed you both so terribly.” Now crying openly, she said, “And I miss Caleb so very much.”
  


  
    Pug could barely restrain himself from crying as well. His eyes glistened as he slowly walked over to the demon-turned-human and stood before her. She whispered his name, barely able to speak, and he reached out and touched her cheek, then he slowly reached out and gathered her into his arms.
  


  
    Magnus watched, his face a mask as he wrestled with equally powerful feelings. He knew in his mind this was not his mother, yet in his chest he felt powerful feelings rising and threatening to overwhelm him.
  


  
    The being that appeared to be his mother sobbed uncontrollably, saying “I’m so sorry,” over and over again.
  


  
    They stood in silent tableau for a full minute, then Miranda stepped back, still holding Pug’s hands. “It’s a… difficult story to tell.” She almost added “my love,” but as much as she longed to express feelings, she knew those feelings were not hers, but those of a dead woman who meant the world to these two men.
  


  
    She let go of his hands and looked at Magnus, but his expression was unreadable. “I am not your mother… but I am,” she added as she saw his face tighten ever so slightly in a signal that he was growing angry, something few people would notice but a mother did. She held up her hand. “Keep your temper, Magnus. You were always slow to anger, but when you did you always reacted too harshly. What did I tell you when you hurt those boys bullying Caleb?”
  


  
    “Stop it!” he shouted, colour rising in his pale cheeks and his eyes narrowing. “You didn’t tell me anything. My mother did, and she is dead! I saw her die! I lifted her body onto a funeral pyre and saw my father light it! My mother was ash before my eyes!”
  


  
    “Stop. You’re right. I’m not your mother. But I do remember everything as if I lived it.” She looked around, wiping tears from her face and said, “Tea?”
  


  
    Pug spoke, his voice full of emotion. “Yes.”
  


  
    “May I have a cup?”
  


  
    He motioned for her to sit down, then poured a cup of tea and joined her.
  


  
    “Where to begin?” she said after she had taken a sip. She glanced around. “Before I start, where are we?”
  


  
    Pug explained about the Pantathians and after he finished, she said, “My story is stranger, but only by a little. Peaceful Pantathians? That’s… unexpected.”
  


  
    “As are you,” Magnus said coldly. “How did you come to be this seemingly perfect duplicate for my mother?”
  


  
    “A long story. Perhaps you’d care to sit?”
  


  
    He shook his head and she smiled. “Stubborn as always.” Before he could object, she turned to Pug and said, “Remember what you spoke of to me about the seeming resurrection of my father as a Dasati?”
  


  
    Pug’s eyes widened and he said, “Ban-ath?”
  


  
    She nodded. “It is my and Nakor’s best guess.”
  


  
    “Nakor!” said Pug and Magnus simultaneously.
  


  
    “He’s here, too?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “He’s back at home with Sandreena and Amirantha, discussing as much of demon lore as he can.”
  


  
    Suddenly Magnus’s suspicion and anger were replaced by curiosity. “How did you both come back from the dead? Nakor died on another world, another plane of reality.”
  


  
    She took a deep breath, then said, “We come from the Fifth Realm, or Circle, the demon realm of the lower hell, as some call it.”
  


  
    “You’re a demon?” asked Magnus, his suspicion and anger returning two-fold.
  


  
    She nodded. “Let me begin by telling you about the Fifth Circle.”
  


  
    Pug gazed at the perfect image of the woman he had loved and lost, his emotions churning and roiling in ways that confounded and alarmed him. He was torn equally between a desire to take this creature into his arms, to return to the safest place he had ever experienced, the bonding of his own soul’s with another, and the desire to push her away, to drive her from his sight.
  


  
    “The old order in the demon realm is shattered,” Miranda said, glancing at him. “The first kingdoms are destroyed, consumed by a void that is slowly expanding to devour that entire reality.”
  


  
    “Void?” asked Pug, shifting his focus to what she was saying instead of who she was.
  


  
    “I believe it is the Dread, Pug.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “It bears a strong resemblance to what you two saw with Nakor in the Te-Karana’s sacrificial pit on Omadrabar, that growing monstrosity that devours everything before it.”
  


  
    Pug sighed. “It makes sense. There wouldn’t be only one Dreadlord trying to enter the higher realms.” He looked at Miranda, but this time his expression was thoughtful rather than wonder-struck. “Kalkin once told me there had been many attempts in many places by the Dread to cross the void into our realm. He showed me destruction on an unimaginable scale.”
  


  
    “I don’t know what’s become of the demon realm after I left,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Your story,” said Magnus quietly.
  


  
    She took a deep breath, composing herself. “My earliest memories are of my mother, cradling me as she fed me bits of bloody flesh while the world she knew was falling apart around her,” she began.
  


  
    For nearly an hour Miranda told the story of her evolution as Child and being accompanied on that journey by Belog. When she had finished Pug and Magnus were both silent for a long moment, then Magnus said, “In all of this, do you have any sense why?”
  


  
    Miranda looked honestly helpless. “Pug, you’ve had more dealings with Ban-ath than any mortal. His games, his mysteries, his misdirection, and lies— but there was always a purpose behind them. I have no idea specifically why he’s done this thing to Nakor and me.”
  


  
    “One can only speculate,” answered Pug, forcing himself to a calmness he didn’t feel. “I suspect that it starts and ends with the survival of our world. That has always been the ultimate goal, apparently. Beyond that I would only be speculating.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “There are only two things I can think of that make sense of any of this. Either you are here to provide Father with some intelligence, some useful data he lacks, or you are here because you possess skills he and I together lack.”
  


  
    Miranda thought about this. “We can quibble over each other’s skills. I think I’m probably still better at locating distant objects and retrieving them, because I doubt you’ve spent any time practising that while I… was away.”
  


  
    Magnus’s expression remained calm, but she could sense his discomfort at that statement.
  


  
    “And I know I can still transport myself and others better than you,” she said to Pug. “But you possess a wider range of abilities than either one of us. So, if it’s not something overt and obvious, what is it?”
  


  
    “Perspective,” said Magnus.
  


  
    Pug nodded. “You… my wife was a remarkable talent. As you observe, she was my superior in several crafts of magic, but you bring all her skills and experiences coupled with a background alien beyond imagining to her.” He looked down for a moment as if what he was saying was difficult. “I have no doubt should somehow the situation be reversed and she found herself with the growing memories of Child within her, she would have—”
  


  
    “I’d have walled them off somehow, kept them from asserting control or domination!”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Kalkin— Ban-ath— picked Child because despite her prodigious strength, she was naïve and unformed. Her personality lacked years of experience and a profound sense of self that would have given her the tools to prevent your personality from dominating.”
  


  
    Miranda smiled slightly at Magnus’s suggestion that “she” was his mother, somehow.
  


  
    “Yet,” said Pug, “there is some component within that is unique to Child, or at least to a demon’s view of things, that we need.”
  


  
    “What about Nakor?” asked Miranda. “He certainly was no inexperienced babe.”
  


  
    Magnus let out a slow breath, as if letting go of his anger at this manifestation of his mother as some sort of mockery and now looked on it as something it was critical he understand. “But you intimated this Belog was some sort of academic, correct?”
  


  
    “An archivist, yes.”
  


  
    “A sheltered existence, was my impression of what you described,” said Magnus, “and not very powerful.”
  


  
    “Yes, Dahun kept power and knowledge separate.”
  


  
    “At some future time, perhaps we can take advantage of your unique experiencee…” He looked at the perfect reconstruction of his wife and said, “What should I call you?”
  


  
    With a wry expression he had come to know too well, she said, “No matter how much it distresses Magnus, I think of myself as Miranda. Besides, the last person to call Miranda ‘Child’ was my mother and you know how I felt about that bitch.”
  


  
    Magnus laughed. “That was unexpected.” Then he let out a slow breath. “Then again, perhaps it wasn’t. I won’t call you ‘Mother’ but I will use Miranda.”
  


  
    “Fair enough,” she replied. “And I will refrain from addressing you as ‘son.’”
  


  
    Now he tried hard not to laugh. “Mother only called me ‘son’ when she was lecturing me on my shortcomings.” He mimicked her tone and said, “‘Son, if I have to talk to your father about this…’”
  


  
    Pug stood up. “This is going to be difficult for all of us, for some time, I think, but we can all agree that it was not by mere whim that Kalkin undertook such a transformation. In all this there is a constant: Kalkin breaks rules but he breaks them carefully. He could, I suspect, sit down and just tell us all what we’re doing here, but there is a reason he doesn’t. I suspect he’s constrained in certain ways we can hardly understand, but that being said, he has brought the three of us together at this time to contend with something that endangers our world, and if as we all suspect, it is a coming onslaught by the Dread, then we must seek to understand as much as we can of the risk and endeavour to prepare for it as best we can.”
  


  
    “I suggest we fetch Nakor—” said Magnus and suddenly Miranda was gone.
  


  
    “She’s a lot like your mother,” said Pug quietly.
  


  
    A moment later Miranda was back with one hand on the arm of Nakor, and Magnus said, “She’s exactly like Mother.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned and said, “Pug, Magnus!” He vigorously shook each man’s hand. “It is so wonderful to see you again, for the first time!”
  


  
    Even Magnus could not help but laugh.
  


  



  • Chapter Eighteen •


  


  Mysteries


  
    

  


  
    Jim shouted.
  


  
    “Land ho!” He had been detailed to the day watch and just happened to be in the forward rigging when the first smudge on the horizon indicated that their destination was in sight. With a sharp wind and a following tide, they would be landing in Roldem within three hours at this rate.
  


  
    He had been frantically trying to gather as much information as possible before the King’s journey to Roldem to meet with the Emperor of Kesh. The meeting was unprecedented and given recent history, Jim had no doubt that magic was involved in the decision. No monarch of Kesh had ever left the Overn Deep, let alone ventured beyond the borders to visit a foreign ruler. From the Keshian perspective they were all social inferiors.
  


  
    On the other hand, Sezioti was an unusual emperor by Keshian Trueblood standards, being a scholar rather than a hunter. Hunting was the foundation of Trueblood culture, back to the dawn of time when the lion-hunters and crocodile-hunters of the Overn Deep shore roamed, a dream of empire not even within their minds.
  


  
    If Jim had been unconvinced before about the prevalent use of magic to destroy the various intelligence services, subvert nobles to treason, and otherwise totally ruin his life, this was the ultimate proof. For even if the Emperor was untouched by magic, his advisors and many within the Gallery of Lords and Masters must have been influenced for this massive change in Keshian foreign policy to take place.
  


  
    He had undertaken to send a message to Pug, though the gods only knew how long it would take to reach him given the current lack of magical transport.
  


  
    When news had come that the King was entertaining the Princess of Roldem, Jim began using his contacts at the palace to gather intelligence as best he could. He debated returning in his role of Lord Jamison, but decided against it. His grandfather’s return to health showed that whatever plan Sir William Alcorn had which required the negation of the Duke’s influence, it was tied to this peace negotiation in Roldem.
  


  
    Anne had proven invaluable in getting what information she could from the palace. Princess Stephané was well, in the company of two young men whom Jim knew would die to protect her. She had said that King Gregory had given Stephané a state welcome, despite the odd circumstances of her arrival, and by some adroit eavesdropping, Anne had pieced together most of what had happened in Roldem which had caused the Princess to flee.
  


  
    So Jim decided if he couldn’t openly travel as part of the King’s entourage, he would travel on the same ship as a common sailor. His only problem was that the King and his guests travelled on a Royal Navy ship, and passing as one of the crew was nearly impossible. He had almost been caught twice, once sneaking into the palace and again as he left, but when he finally was back at the docks he had in his possession a very convincing transfer order signed by an admiral whose signature Jim had forged more than a dozen times.
  


  
    So, Able Seaman Tuckford Jones had reported to the Royal Gallant hours before she set sail. Jim knew enough both about common sailors’ duties and military protocol that he managed to fit in, just about.
  


  
    He had adroitly avoided the rare occasion when he might be recognized by Hal or Ty, and now he was mere hours away from resuming his position as head of the Isles’ intelligence apparatus. And that meant finding Lady Franciezka Sorboz. He found himself surprisingly anxious to find her, and was forced to admit to himself that he was probably in love for the first time in his life. He found it ironic that she was probably the one women he had bedded he couldn’t have if he wished. He had always wondered what it was about women that made him attractive; the more of a bastard he was, the more they wanted him. Franciezka was the exception: she was in her own way as big a “bastard” as he was. Perhaps that was what drew him; she was the only woman who could truly understand him for what he was. Moreover, he was oddly taken by the notion that his most passionate lover was also a woman who could probably murder him with her bare hands should the need arise. With a rueful shake of his head, he considered his life a very odd one, indeed.
  


  
    He scampered down the ratlines and reached the deck. Moving with purpose always saved him from being put to an unwelcome task by one of the mates. As sailors went, Jim was neither a malingerer nor a volunteer. He stood his watch quietly, competently, and without complaint. He was always affable with the other crew on his watch, but made no close friends or bitter enemies. He worked diligently at being as nondescript as possible and usually succeeded.
  


  
    Jim made his way to the companionway down to the lower deck and then into the crews quarters. He had little by way of personal belongings, so he threw together his kit quickly. A small bag he could throw over his shoulders, and the only important thing within was a pair of low-cut boots he could don when he reached the shore. Jim’s impersonation of a sailor was perfect in all details, save one: he didn’t spend enough time out of boots to develop the heavy calluses on his feet that made walking barefoot over cobbles tolerable.
  


  
    He needed to find Franciezka. He had a good idea where to look, but that was no guarantee he would find her. But unlike the Isles, he had few eyes and ears in Roldem. Still, standing around and doing nothing was not his best choice, so he began to plot.
  


  
    Hearing footsteps coming down from above, he moved away from his hammock, making sure his kit bag was stowed, then headed for the rope locker in the forecastle. He listened as two sailors came down and did as he had just done, gathered their kits together in anticipation of a swift departure from the ship.
  


  
    Jim had planned on being among those sailors detailed to carry luggage to the King of Roldem’s palace. That changed when he overheard the second mate telling the cargo master that the palace luggage would be handled by garrison soldiers, and the ship’s crew would only help offload the commercial cargo.
  


  
    So he waited until the quarters were again empty then hurried back on deck. As he had expected, no one noticed his coming and going, so he hurried to the ratlines and again climbed to the topgallants. He would linger up there repairing a non-existent crack with a rope brace until it was time to reef sail.
  


  
    Time passed as Jim scampered about in the rigging, ignoring certain orders and effectively hiding himself from view behind sails when necessary. His one goal was to avoid cargo duty, for that would last for hours and keep him from reaching the palace quickly.
  


  
    At last the ship sailed into the harbour. Since they were flying the King’s flag along with a hastily-fashioned pennant to denote the Princess of the Royal House of Roldem, shipping in the harbour came to a standstill to allow the royal guests a swift passage.
  


  
    Jim paused for a moment to stare in amazement at the imperial dromon from Kesh that the Emperor’s agents had chosen. As no Emperor had ever left Kesh’s shores before, no royal transport had ever been required before. Jim recognized it at once as an imperial naval flagship, the vessel of some Trueblood admiral. The Truebloods of the Overn Deep were only freshwater sailors, and although the Overn was a large enough body of water that storms and tides were a problem, at its worst it was nothing compared to the unpredictability of the deep oceans on Midkemia. Three moons ensured that only a veteran captain could navigate uncharted waters.
  


  
    As a result Kesh tended to be a nation of coast-huggers, comfortable with patrolling the shallows near home, and relying on mostly overland trade, with the Kingdom and Roldemish ships carrying cargo between those two nations. A few brave and resourceful Keshian traders had, of course, mastered the tides of the Sea of Kingdoms and made a handsome profit trading between Kesh and Roldem or Rillanon directly, but they were few and far between.
  


  
    This ship had been refitted in a hurry, but even so the result was nothing short of miraculous. Every trim was golden or ivory, brilliant in the sun. The shutters on the sterncastle looked to be fashioned of ebony, an impossibly dense wood never used on ships because it had a tendency to sink. Nothing on this ship was base or mean. From his vantage point aloft, it looked as if the decks had been refurbished with teak. He laughed. Knowing the Keshians, this would be the only occasion on which the Emperor of Kesh would undertake an ocean journey, but the ship would never been used again, just in case the Emperor might decide to go fishing one day. All royals were prone to the gaudy and wasteful, Jim knew, but no one did it on as grand a scale as the Keshians. Even the banner, bearing the royal hawks of Kesh, looked to have been sewn with pure gold thread.
  


  
    The King’s ship eased into its berth as Jim furled the sails. When he had finished tying off, he kept out of the view of the bosun’s mate and watched as the main hatch was unlatched and moved, and cargo nets were swung into place, while the royal party departed from the rear gangway. The gangway was a lovely device, thought Jim, a canopied covered little landing with stairs and rails that ran right down to the docks. Jim took his time moving to the tip of the yardarm, then dropped a rope and swung down to the docks, everyone on the decks being too focused on the royals departing or on cargo duty to notice him. He wouldn’t be missed until that night when he didn’t show up to receive his pay.
  


  
    Moving along the docks he saw a party of nobles waiting to greet King Gregory and his retinue. Jim did a double-take for it appeared that Sir William Alcorn was waiting to meet the King, but upon close inspection it was a different man. The hairstyle was Roldemish, parted in the middle and left to fall on both sides to just below the ears, while Sir William’s hair flowed to his shoulders. But the resemblance was uncanny.
  


  
    “You!” shouted a voice and Jim saw a Roldemish noble pointing at him. “Come here and carry this!”
  


  
    Jim knew better than to run so he lowered his gaze and ambled over. He saw bags sitting behind a roped-off area and wondered for a moment why he was being asked to fetch luggage that would be brought along to the palace in quick order. He looked at the noble who had ordered him over and recognized Lord Servan, nephew to the King.
  


  
    “My lord?” asked Jim in neutral tone. He knew that this man was Franciezka’s most highly placed agent within the palace, and wasn’t sure if she knew that he knew. So he decided to play the role of common seaman until he knew what was going on.
  


  
    “Take these at once to the Queen’s apartment.” He took off his gloves and pulled out a piece of parchment and a travelling writing case. “Your back, sailor.”
  


  
    Jim turned and bent over so that Servan could rest the parchment on his back. He heard the noble spit into the dry ink, then felt as he scribbled something. As he wrote, Servan said, “My lady bade me find you as soon as this ship landed, Lord Jim. She warns you to be cautious in coming to the palace. Lord John Worthington’s men are everywhere.”
  


  
    “Is that Lord John in the deep blue coat?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Servan, affixing his seal to the note. “This orders you personally to deliver these two bags to the Queen’s major domo personally. He’s been instructed to take you to my lady.”
  


  
    “Whose bags are these?”
  


  
    “I have no idea,” said Servan with a smile. “Baggage gets lost all the time in the palace. It’ll find its owner sooner or later.”
  


  
    Picking up the bags, Jim said, “If you can slip word to Duke Hal that I’m in the palace, that would be appreciated.”
  


  
    “Duke Hal? His father’s dead?”
  


  
    “Unfortunately, and King Gregory has named him ‘beloved cousin,’ publicly, twice.”
  


  
    Servan winced. “I’ll get word to him. You’ll find him?”
  


  
    “I’ll find him.”
  


  
    Jim picked up the bags and hurried after the first carriage that was rolling out of the docks. The pace of the carriage was slow as crowds were pressing to cheer the foreign king and his party. There was a holiday feeling to the scene that lay at odds with what was really underway, which Jim feared was black murder and treason.
  


  
    Keeping to the side of the carriage away from most of the guards lining the road, the nondescript sailor hauling two bags up the hill garnered scant notice.
  


  
    Jim barely put the bags down before he was being hustled off by a servant barking orders that he follow her. He did as he was ordered, and was taken around the periphery of the royal apartment to a set of rooms occupied by Lady Franciezka Sorboz.
  


  
    Franciezka waved away the servant and inspected Jim head to foot. “I think I’ve seen you less kempt, but I can’t recall when.” Her face was set in a controlled, faint smile, but her eyes shone with moisture.
  


  
    Jim began to speak, then suddenly was without words. He took two strides across the room and took her in his arms. After a deep and prolonged kiss, he whispered, “I thought I might never see you again.”
  


  
    “And I you,” she whispered back. She forced herself back to control and said, “And you reek. You need a bath.”
  


  
    “I need a bath, a shave, and a change of clothing.”
  


  
    “I have a bath drawn in the next room.”
  


  
    “Are you joining me?”
  


  
    She spun out of his reach. “As much as I might like to, Jim, we do not have time if you’re going to sneak about and talk to all those people who you need to sneak about and talk to.”
  


  
    Jim frowned and turned his mind to the business at hand. “Clothing?”
  


  
    “I have a complete set.”
  


  
    “Really?”
  


  
    “I thought you might need court clothing, and besides,” she added with a slight smile, “I know your size intimately.”
  


  
    In the side room he found a tub with warm water waiting. He quickly stripped off his clothing and stepped in. A moment later Franciezka entered with a shaving mug, brush, and razor. He lathered up his hair with a delicate scented shampoo she kept for her own use. The scent of it reminded him he was aching to touch her again.
  


  
    She poured a bucket of warm water over his head and said, “Lie back and I’ll shave you.”
  


  
    While she did so she went on, “I discovered something deeply troubling after you left, Jim.”
  


  
    “Only one thing?” he said brightly.
  


  
    “Never make me laugh or get angry when I have a razor next to your throat.”
  


  
    “Fair point. Sorry I interrupted.”
  


  
    “After you left I retired to my villa and helped the Princess to escape.”
  


  
    He laughed and said, “Now she’s back, so one wonders what good all that did.” Feeling the sudden pressure of her razor against his throat he said, “Sorry,” and fell silent again.
  


  
    “She was away from Lord John, which was the point.” She deftly scraped his cheek. “Word reached me of something odd taking place, and the servants being barred from the Lord John’s quarters.”
  


  
    “So you snuck back— Ow!”
  


  
    She had nicked his neck.
  


  
    “Stop interrupting! So I snuck back into the palace and watched through a window. I saw the damnedest meeting imaginable. Lord John hosted two other men: Sir William Alcorn and a Keshian prince—”
  


  
    He grabbed her wrist so that she couldn’t nick him again. “Harfum?”
  


  
    “Yes,” she said, “How did you know?”
  


  
    “A pattern. What did you learn?”
  


  
    She continued to shave him. “First, all three of them appear to be the same man, or else some mother somewhere had triplet sons born in three nations to three noble families at the same time.” She finished and handed him a towel. He sat motionless for a long moment, stunned by the news. “The same…” He let the thought trail off. “The third player.”
  


  
    “Whoever was behind the war between the Isles and Kesh, certainly,” she added. “We know the war made no sense, particularly given how it ended, and how this benefits the third player…” Again a thought was left unfinished.
  


  
    He wiped the residue soap off his face. “How long before I insinuate myself into the royal hullabaloo?”
  


  
    “All the nobles are resting while their luggage is being unpacked. I expect you’ll want to sneak about a bit and speak to someone or another.”
  


  
    “Hal is now Duke of Crydee. His father perished before the siege of Ylith. I want to speak to him and Ty Hawkins.”
  


  
    “You have some time. Why?”
  


  
    He reached over and grabbed her, hauling her into the tub with him. She shrieked for a moment, then her cries turned to laughter.
  


  
    “Too long I have thought about this reunion, Franciezka, and too long have I thought about what I would say. I’ll sneak about later.”
  


  
    She kissed him. “Shut up or I’ll find that razor.”
  


  
    He returned the kiss and began unfastening wet laces.
  


  
    Miranda looked at the matrix and probed it, pulling back instantly. “There is a demonic element there; subtle, which is why you missed it, but there all the same.”
  


  
    Pug and Magnus were both silent for a moment, then Pug said, “Is it a trap?
  


  
    “It is hard to judge. As I’m sure you’ve both come to appreciate, it’s a complex energy net.” Miranda overlapped her outstretched fingers, as if forming a grid. “Interwoven spells, and something else, other energy states…” She closed her eyes for a moment, then they popped wide open. “We need Nakor.”
  


  
    And she was gone. While the three of them had been examining the matrix, Nakor had been in another part of the building exploring the Pantathian archives with a guide.
  


  
    Magnus said, “I don’t know what unnerves me more, that she is so exactly like mother or how easily I forget she’s not mother.”
  


  
    “I also have to force my mind to that—”
  


  
    Suddenly she was back with Nakor standing next to her. With a grin he said, “Pug! Magnus! There are some wonderful volumes and scrolls here. A lot of history…” He stopped speaking as he saw the energy field behind his three companions and pushed past them. He looked at the large oval of light. “This is the matrix?” He leaned over until his nose was less than an inch away. “This is wonderful.” He sat back, his hands just inches away from the surface, but not touching it. “Demon, yes,” he said. “But something else, something…” He nearly jumped back. “I recognize it.”
  


  
    “What is it?” asked Pug, struggling to cope with the appearance of his dead friend as he had his dead wife.
  


  
    “I felt this in the pit on Omadrabar. There is a touch of the Dread here.” He glanced at Magnus.
  


  
    “We think it might be Valheru.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded. “Yes, I sense it. Elf, Valheru may be what I’ve missed, Dread, demon… But nothing human. This was created a very long time ago, by people who were not human. No hint of dwarf or goblin either! This is from before the Chaos Wars!”
  


  
    “Tomas said the Sven-ga’ri in the Peaks of the Quor were already there before humans came to Midkemia.”
  


  
    Grinning, Nakor rubbed his hands together. “It’s a lock, I think, and picking it will take some time.” He closed his eyes, hummed a nameless tune, then said, “Ah! Dragon! There’s dragon essence here, as well.” He laughed aloud. “All the ancient races! This is quite a lock!” He looked around. “Don’t be shy. Come, see what’s inside!” He closed his eyes as if meditating, and the other three sat and joined him in studying the matrix with all the magical skill they possessed.
  


  
    Later Jim and Franciezka lay in bed, entwined in one another’s embrace, her head on his chest. “You’re a very bad man, Jim Jamison,” she said softly.
  


  
    “Please tell me I have a few good qualities you’re fond of?”
  


  
    “That’s just my point.” She pushed herself up on one elbow. “I am too fond of you. Fool, I’ve tried to kill you twice.”
  


  
    He grinned. “I like to think that’s because you didn’t know me well at the time.”
  


  
    “Perhaps it was because I got to know you better?”
  


  
    He kissed her. “Seriously, what are we to do?”
  


  
    She laid her head back on his shoulder and said, “About us, or about everything else?”
  


  
    “I fear ‘us’ depends on everything else.”
  


  
    She sighed. “Well, then, to business. I have a few agents I can trust inside the palace. Fewer in the city. None beyond our shores.”
  


  
    “I am in similar circumstances,” he said.
  


  
    “So let us compare what we know.”
  


  
    They spent half an hour exchanging information and when they had, Jim said, “I think our instincts served us well! There is an unknown player in all this and I believe Kesh is as much a victim of this player as is Isles.”
  


  
    “Explaining that to your King when he contemplates the losses you’ve taken in the west may prove difficult.”
  


  
    “Gregory is not a bellicose man. He will consider peace if offered at reasonable terms.”
  


  
    “What are reasonable terms?” she asked.
  


  
    “Let’s worry about that after we can convince someone in the imperial household that Kesh needs to be reasonable, and not try to dictate out of a presumption of victory. The armistice is unsteady, to my eye.”
  


  
    “None of this makes sense,” Franciezka observed.
  


  
    “It does if the reason behind it is not what you would think.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?”
  


  
    “You and I have had enough experience with distraction to know it’s value. What if this war is simply a distraction?”
  


  
    Her eyes grew wide. “Then it’s a distraction of heroic proportion. What could anyone gain from throwing three nations into turmoil?”
  


  
    “That is the question, isn’t it? I’m of the opinion that there are three people who might be the only ones able to answer.”
  


  
    “Lord John Worthington, Sir William Alcorn, and Prince Harfum,” said Franciezka.
  


  
    Playfully smacking her on the backside, he said, “Time to get dressed. I’m as curious as anyone what is coming next. And I need some time to talk to our newest duke, find out what he’s learned from the Princess you sent him to protect, and then insinuate myself into the King of the Isles’ company as if I was there the entire time.”
  


  
    She pushed hard on his chest, forcing him back down on the pillow. “We have a little more time, and I’m damned if I’m letting you out of here to get yourself killed before I’ve had my way with you!”
  


  
    He laughed and cried, “Mercy!”
  


  
    “Never!” Running her hand down his chest to his stomach she said, “And somewhere in all this there is that one topic we need to return to…”
  


  
    His eyes widened for a moment and he seemed to lose his breath. “And that would be…”
  


  
    “The subject you and I have been avoiding for more than three years, Jim. Us.”
  


  
    “I swear by my life, Frannie, if we survive this, somehow, against the wishes of kings and gods, there will be an us.”
  


  
    “That’s all I wanted to hear,” she said, tossing the bedsheets aside.
  


  
    Hal sat up suddenly as a curtain in his room moved. He was reaching for his sword when a familiar voice said, “If you’re not safe here, Hal, you’re not safe anywhere on this world.”
  


  
    Lord Jim Jamison came out from behind the curtain and bowed. “My lord,” he said. Then he took a step forward and gave Hal a hug. “I’m so sorry to hear about your father.”
  


  
    “I didn’t know you knew him, Jim,” said Hal.
  


  
    “I made it my business to meet every noble of consequence in my travels. When I was young I ventured to the Far Coast and met your father and mother, back when you were a baby. I encountered the Duke a few times when he visited Krondor. He was… old fashioned in a good way. Solid, reliable, with no hint of guile. What the conDoin line was at its pinnacle.”
  


  
    “Have we fallen that far, for you to phrase it so?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Jim smiled. “Not you, nor your brothers if the early reports of Martin’s actions against the Keshians is accurate. He and Brendan did your name proud.”
  


  
    “He lost Crydee.”
  


  
    “Delong the Great would have lost Crydee given what he had to work with and what he faced,” answered Jim. “He saved lives and he’s held Ylith for now. The Kingdom will negotiate from a stronger position because of his actions.”
  


  
    “Negotiate,” echoed Hal.
  


  
    “Leave that for the King and his ministers. I came to speak with you before the festivities begin tonight.” He sat on Hal’s bed.
  


  
    “What do you wish to know?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Right now emissaries from the Isles and Kesh are probably arguing about which monarch enters first and who bows to who first. King Carol has an advantage: this is his island, so he gets to sit on his throne. My best guess is both Emperor Sezioti and King Gregory will enter together, bow to King Carol, who will bow back, then the two will bow to each other at the same time. Now, this will probably take an hour or two to decide, so we have time for a chat, because after that they’ll argue about who gets to sit to Carol’s right and who sits to his left. So, why don’t you just start by telling me what happened on your little adventure and don’t leave out anything, even if you think it’s unimportant. A seemingly insignificant detail might provide some information useful to our king.”
  


  
    Hal said, “You’re not just some minor noble who happens to be the Duke of Rillanon’s grandson, are you?”
  


  
    “Let’s say I occasionally run special errands for my grandfather, and this is one of them.”
  


  
    Hal smiled. “Very well,” he said, and he began to narrate his story.
  


  
    Nearly an hour later, Jim had heard the full tale. He sat back taking it in, then said, “I don’t want you to feel your time with the Princess was an unnecessary risk or waste of your time. I know you endured some uncomfortable days out there along the coast, and killing men, even pirates, is never easy, even if they deserve it. But I think had Stephané remained in Roldem, things today might be different.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Jim waved away the question. “I can only speculate at this point, but the rumours about Lord John’s son and the Princess were sudden and persistent. I note that even though the Princess is returned for this festival of peace orchestrated by Lord John, her three brothers are still absent.”
  


  
    Hal fixed Jim with a narrow gaze. “Lady Franciezka’s doing, no doubt.”
  


  
    Jim laughed. “You’re not quite the rustic you seem, are you Hal?”
  


  
    “I had the pleasure of the lady’s company on a few occasions while we were in hiding. She’s very adroit at being a step ahead of Lord John. Which leads me to believe she occupies much the same role here in Roldem as you do in Rillanon. Only she’s running the occasional errand for the King of Roldem.”
  


  
    Jim merely spread his hands and said nothing.
  


  
    Hal reflected for a moment on how deep and profound his feelings for Stephané had become and said, “Nothing involving the Princess’s safety is a waste of my time, Jim.”
  


  
    Jim studied the young noble, then changed topics. “What do you think of our friend Tyrone?”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “He’s a fine fellow. I’m happy to call him a friend.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Jim. “It’s just the last time I looked you two were strutting like competing peacocks before Stephané, and I just wanted to make sure there was no rivalry. You may need friends and find few about.”
  


  
    “I think he’s turned his attention more towards the Lady Gabriella.”
  


  
    “Ha!” laughed Jim. “That may prove… awkward.”
  


  
    “Why? Is she betrothed to another man?”
  


  
    Jim chuckled. “Leave it that her interests lie elsewhere.”
  


  
    “Oh?” said Hal. This his eyes opened wide. “Oh!” He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Poor Ty.”
  


  
    “Given our young friend’s reputation in Olasko and here in Roldem, there’s nothing poor about him when it comes to the ladies. Though he may make a fool of himself over Gabriella if he thinks she’s merely playing hard to get. You know how some men can be, wanting what they can’t have.”
  


  
    “All too well,” said Hal, feeling his mood fall.
  


  
    Jim stood up. “Should anyone ask, I shared quarters with you and Ty coming over from Rillanon, but was fighting a fever for most of the journey and stayed in my cabin. Understand?”
  


  
    “Yes, Jim,” said the young duke. “What now?”
  


  
    “We enjoy the festivities and see how much bloodshed we can avoid, eat the King’s food, drink his wine, perhaps chase a maid or two, who knows? But above all else, listen and observe. There are men and women here who desire nothing more than to plunge this world into chaos.”
  


  
    “But why?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “If I knew that,” answered Jim. “I might have some idea who they were.”
  


  
    Jim stood to Hal’s right, keeping Ty between himself and Sir William Alcorn. If the two twin nobles, Lord John and Sir William, had any issue with people recognizing their resemblance, they masked it well. Granted the fashions and hair styles were different enough it made more of a difference than had they dressed alike, and the Prince Harfum was deep enough in the Emperor’s entourage that between that and his Keshian court dress— a linen kilt, sandals, and a great deal of golden jewellery— no one noticed his resemblance to the other two.
  


  
    Hal had told Ty what Jim had discussed with him, and the young noble from Olasko whispered, “I might have gone the entire night and not noticed, but you’re right. The three of them are as alike as three brothers.”
  


  
    “And that has me worried,” said Jim.
  


  
    “Why?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Because either they’re getting careless— which I doubt— or they don’t care, which means they are at a point where they think there’s no risk of their plot being thwarted.”
  


  
    As Jim had predicted the protocol of the event had been tedious, and the two monarchs entered simultaneously. Kesh’s Imperial Master of Ceremonies, bedecked in a traditional leopardskin head dress, struck the floor with a massive iron-shod staff topped by a golden hawk, and intoned the thousand titles, ranks, and heroic deeds a ruler of Kesh earned, accompanied by a steady tattoo of drums and clash of cymbals, almost deafening everyone in the hall. Jim had seen the imperial hall in the City of Kesh and it was at least three times the size of Roldem’s grand hall. He whispered to Hal and Ty, “Leave it to the Keshians to have no idea of scale.”
  


  
    Emperor Sezioti, in his sixties but still a vigorous-looking man, endured it with good grace, displaying a quiet dignity that was in contrast to the pomp and ceremony.
  


  
    King Gregory suffered it all with restraint, but the three could tell it was a struggle for him and his wife, who half-supported him as they slowly walked from the entrance to the throne. Every ten or so paces, the Kingdom of the Isles’ Master of Ceremonies felt obliged to have his trumpeters blow ruffles and flourishes in counter point to the Keshians, the effect of which was musical chaos and seemed to be putting the Roldemish Master of Ceremonies at risk of a stroke. He at least had the good sense to wave off any attempt by the Roldem heralds to blow their trumpets or play their drums. If Jim hadn’t been so worried about what was coming next, he would have been highly amused.
  


  
    What wasn’t amusing was the number of armed men in the room. The traditional Royal Guard of Roldem stood eight men deep on either side of the royal dais, but the other two monarchs were conceded their own honour guards. The King of the Isles was accompanied by sixteen white-clad King’s Own, wearing the royal red tabard of the Isles. The Emperor had sixteen black-garbed warriors in his personal bodyguard, hand-picked from the best of the Inner Legion.
  


  
    Hal noticed Jim eyeing the various soldiers bearing arms and said, “You’re worried.” It wasn’t a question.
  


  
    “All it takes is one idiot and there’ll be a lot of blood shed in here.” He looked at Hal and Ty, “How fast could you get up on that dais and protect the three rulers?”
  


  
    Ty raised an eyebrow. They might arguably be the two best swordsmen in the room, but given the pedigree of those selected for the monarchs’ honour guards, probably not by much. Moreover, as Jim well knew, a brawl was a completely different matter.
  


  
    But Hal was almost instantaneous in his answer, as he looked up at Stephané standing to the left of her father’s throne. “As long as it takes me to draw my sword, Jim.”
  


  
    Jim clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Son, I know you’d die for her, but if anything happens try to stay alive for as long as you can. It would be a happier outcome; besides, you’re no use to her dead.”
  


  
    Ty smiled. “So war is difficult, but peace is more dangerous?”
  


  
    “Sometimes, my young friend, sometimes.”
  


  
    Abruptly King Carol stood up and descended the seven steps of his dais and met the other two monarchs on the floor. He came between the two and embraced them both, one in each arm, and said loudly, “We welcome our brother rulers with love and gratitude for their attendance.” He then allowed both of them to kiss him simultaneously on the cheeks, showing neither the Isles or Kesh favouritism.
  


  
    “This is well rehearsed,” said Jim.
  


  
    As if practised countless times, burly servants picked up the King’s throne and carried it down to the floor behind him. Two other identical thrones appeared from two side doors of the room and after they had been placed behind each monarch, Carol spoke loudly. “No one shall sit above another, for we are all brothers in love and harmony. We seek only peace and understanding, an end to enmity and a future of prosperity for all nations.” He gestured to the others to sit and took the throne placed behind him.
  


  
    The theatrics were superb; Jim was among the first to begin applause and soon the entire throne room joined in. To Ty and Hal he said, “Keep an eye on Alcorn, Worthington, and Harfum.” They did, but the three influential nobles seemed content with the arrangements.
  


  
    Servants appeared with refreshments and started with the monarchs, then moved through the room. All the guards retreated to positions close enough to their monarchs to be on hand should the need arise.
  


  
    As the nobles from the three nations began to mingle, Jim said to Hal and Ty, “Be alert but if no one goes berserk and starts carving up the guests, have a little fun.” He paused. “I fear no matter what we see tonight, fun will be in short supply in the days ahead.”
  


  
    Hal immediately looked to locate Stephané and saw her looking in his direction while a sallow-faced young man was speaking to her. After a moment, she cut him off with a remark and moved straight towards Hal.
  


  
    Ty chucked and said, “I think you are about to become the most hated young noble in three kingdoms.” He glanced around, “Now, where is that tall wench?” He spied Lady Gabriella and said, “Ah, there she is. Excuse me, gentlemen.”
  


  
    As he left, Hal said, “You didn’t tell him?”
  


  
    Jim said, “No, some things are best left to learn the hard way. In your case, just remember the fate of three nations is being determined, so don’t do anything stupid.” He stepped away, nodding to the Princess as she approached, and left the two youngsters alone.
  


  
    Stephané ignored Hal’s poor attempt at a bow and swept in to grab his arm. She pulled him close and Hal saw that already others in the room were taking note. “You look so handsome in those clothes!” she said, almost breathless.
  


  
    Hal felt colour rising in his cheeks. “I… thank you, Highness. You look… nice yourself.” He winced to hear such words coming out of his mouth. She was bedecked in an indigo gown with seed pears sewn into the bodice and an ornate silver brocade strip at the hem. The gown was strapless and she looked far more voluptuous than she had in hunting togs. Hal stared at her and said, “I’m sorry, but you look more than ‘nice.’ You look amazing.”
  


  
    Her hair had been done up in a fancy gathering of curls behind her head, with ringlets falling behind. A tiara of diamonds and pearls set in white gold was on her head and her hair had been dusted with some sort of powder, rendering it almost white. The effect was stunning.
  


  
    “Thank you, sir,” she said playfully. She looked around. “Do you think this will end the war?”
  


  
    “One can only hope.” He stared about the room.
  


  
    She reached up and grabbed him by the chin, forcing him to look at her. “Here. I’m here.”
  


  
    Hal felt his cheeks turn crimson. “Are you trying to get me killed?”
  


  
    “No,” she said with a laugh as she let go of his chin. “But you seem very distracted.”
  


  
    He ushered her towards the side of the room lined by Roldem guards. “If your father doesn’t have me hanged, or beheaded, or drawn and quartered, or whatever it is you do to criminals in Roldem—”
  


  
    “We hang them,” she interjected.
  


  
    “—then most of the unmarried nobles in this room are likely to challenge me to a duel, a few of the married ones, too, no doubt.”
  


  
    “I’m not worried.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Because you are second only to the Champion of the Masters’ Court and no man here can best you with a sword, save Ty, and he would never challenge you; he knows it would be too close.”
  


  
    “Thank you for your faith in me, but that still doesn’t deal with the consequences of my killing a dozen or so nobles. I suspect my king would be less than pleased with me.” He couldn’t resist returning her infectious smile. “You’re not taking me seriously, are you?”
  


  
    “I take you very seriously, Hal. I just don’t take your concerns that seriously. My father wants to meet you as soon as this event is over.”
  


  
    His expression darkened. “He’s…?”
  


  
    “He wants to thank you personally for saving my life, stupid.” She looked up into his eyes. “You’re not afraid to meet him, are you?”
  


  
    Hal wondered if he looked as uncomfortable as he felt. “Stephané, I did what was asked and for that I need no thanks. It was my honour to protect you. But Gabriella and Ty also did a fair share of the protecting, you know?”
  


  
    “I mentioned that to Father, but mostly I told him how brave you were.”
  


  
    “Are you trying to get me killed?”
  


  
    “No,” she whispered, her face darkening. “I’m trying to get you married.”
  


  
    Suddenly she turned and walked away, still holding his hand and half-led, half-dragged him across the floor. Several chatting nobles took note of the display, and by the time Hal took a large step to catch up and tried to disengage his hand from hers, she had arrived at her destination.
  


  
    Queen Gertrude smiled at the couple. “Welcome, Your Grace.”
  


  
    Hal couldn’t seem to get his fingers untwined from Stephané’s no matter how he tried, short of yanking his hand free in a very ungraceful gesture, so he tried as hard as possible to move to a position where it wasn’t obvious.
  


  
    The Queen looked genuinely amused and said, “Stephané, let go of the poor lad’s hand before you cause him to die of embarrassment.”
  


  
    She looked at her mother, then Hal and said, “Sorry,” Her tone showed she was anything but.
  


  
    The Queen said, “Now, run along and mingle. I have a few things to speak about with the Duke.”
  


  
    Stephané face showed she was not happy with the decision, but she obeyed her mother and moved away. Hal glanced around hoping for a goblin raid, a sudden hurricane, or some other calamity to remove him from the Queen’s scrutiny.
  


  
    “Majesty, I’m sorry—” he began, but the Queen raised her hand to cut him off.
  


  
    Standing, she said, “Why don’t we take a little walk, Your Grace?”
  


  
    Not knowing what to say, Hal offered his hand as she stepped down from the throne. She indicated with a slight tilt of her head that two guards should accompany them and led Hal down a short corridor to a large, open door leading to a lovely garden.
  


  
    The sun was setting and the evening breeze off the ocean was refreshing after the close air in the throne room. The two guards stationed themselves outside the door and Queen Gertrude led Hal to the far side. “Now we can speak in private.”
  


  
    “Majesty,” said Hal in as noncommittal a tone as he could manage.
  


  
    “My daughter can’t stop singing your praises, Lord Henry.”
  


  
    Not being entirely certain what he was supposed to say, he offered, “Please, Majesty, I’m called Hal. My father was Lord Henry and I’m not entirely used to being addressed that way.”
  


  
    She smiled warmly. “Very well, Hal. You’ve made a remarkable impression.”
  


  
    “We were together in dire circumstances. Many men would have does as I did. Certainly Tyrone Hawkins and the Lady Gabriella also deserve thanks for your daughter’s well-being.”
  


  
    “That’s as may be, but she only speaks of you.” Her eyes focused sharply on him. “Did you manage to put my daughter under some sort of spell, Hal?”
  


  
    He couldn’t be certain if she were joking or not, so he said, “Majesty, I assure you I only attempted to care for Her Highness, and my attentions were respectful and mindful of the differences in our rank.”
  


  
    The Queen laughed. “You Isles folks can be so stuffy, and you westerners are the worst of the lot. Half the nobles in Roldem in your circumstances would have dragged her off to the closest temple for a hasty marriage and arrived here as our son-in-law, a fait accompli.
  


  
    “Hal, if the King or I thought there had been one moment of impropriety we would be having this conversation in the dungeon, your rank notwithstanding.” She took his hand and patted it. “And I would be the one holding the red-hot pincers.”
  


  
    Managing a careful smile, he said, “I thank Your Majesty for her wisdom.”
  


  
    Still holding his hand, she asked, “Hal, are you in love with my daughter?”
  


  
    Caught completely unawares, he hesitated then said, “Desperately.”
  


  
    The Queen said, “Oh, dear.” She looked out over the city where as night fell lanterns were being lit in windows and on lamp-poles. Finally she said, “Come. Sit. This is my favourite time of day, though I’m rarely able to enjoy it. I’m usually busy getting ready for some state function or another.” She smiled at him. “Now, let me tell you a story.”
  


  
    She paused, gathering her thoughts, then said, “When I was my daughter’s age, I was Grand Duchess of Maladon. My brother was Grand Duke and unmarried. He met a young woman of property from Simrick and with sufficient standing that there would be no raised eyebrows when it was obvious he had married her to bolster our meagre treasury. Maladon and Simrick are merged states, two duchies wed ages ago out of battle.
  


  
    “My brother wished me wed in the most advantageous way and discovered the then-King of Roldem was looking for a bride for his eldest son. Rather than seeking a wife who would gain him political advantage, say a Princess of the Isles or Kesh, or a highly-placed Roldemish duke’s daughter, he sought a girl of rank whose alliance with Roldem would not unbalance a deftly-fashioned relationship between Roldem, the Isles, and Kesh. So, I was the choice. I had rank, not much of a dowry, but my brother’s alliance with Roldem would not cause conflict with any of the neighbours. When Carol and I were wed I had never laid eyes on him until the day of our wedding, did you know that?”
  


  
    “No, Majesty,” said Hal quietly.
  


  
    “He was shy, though he had enough court experience to hide it.” She looked Hal in the eye and said, “I’m too old to be coy, young Hal, so all I’ll say is our wedding night had its awkward moments. That was thirty-six years ago. I can’t imagine being married to anyone else, but once I did, so vary long ago. A dashing young captain of my brother’s horse guard. He flattered me and paid attention to me, ignoring far prettier girls. I was naive then, and couldn’t believe he didn’t fancy more than my rank and connections. I think he imagined I would bully my brother into letting me wed him, and be promoted to general or some such.”
  


  
    Hal was about to protest, but the Queen cut him off. “Save your empty flattery, Hal. I know I was no beauty. My husband came to love me as I love him, despite our rather plain looks. So let me ask you, why do you love my daughter? Beauty, rank? Be honest. I will know if you are lying.”
  


  
    Hal weighed his words, then said, “I’ve never met a woman besides my mother who was so… staunch, save perhaps the Lady Bethany of Carse. In the middle of the wilderness with men trying to capture her, hungry, wet and cold, Stephané did not complain. If anything, she worked to buoy our spirits. Yes, she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve seen, and I know her rank is far above mine, but I’m as certain in my heart as I can be. Her courage is a match for anyone I’ve met, and she has a generous heart and a level head. She’s… wonderful.”
  


  
    The Queen’s eyes glistened. “Oh, you poor boy,” she whispered. “You know what you must do, don’t you?”
  


  
    Hal hung his head, a pain growing within. “I know I must not indulge her whims.”
  


  
    Now a tear ran down the Queen’s cheek. “And you would have made her such a good husband,” she said softly.
  


  
    “I appreciate the thought. But I know she must marry to protect Roldem’s best interests, and I must return to Rillanon and see what duty my king has of me. At present I am a rustic duke without a duchy. Unless the King can negotiate—”
  


  
    A strange keening filled the air, accompanied by a sensation akin to the moment before a lightning strike. The combination caused the hair on Hal’s arms to stand on end; then there was a sudden scream followed by men shouting and the sound of weapons being drawn. It came from the corridor leading to the great hall. Hal turned to the two soldiers and shouted, “Guard the Queen!” Then he drew his sword and raced into the hall.
  


  



  • Chapter Nineteen •


  


  Conflicts


  
    

  


  
    Chaos reigned.
  


  
    Hal took a moment to comprehend the scene before him. Three rings of guards were standing in protection of their respective monarchs, while everyone who could get out of the great hall was scrambling for the nearest exit. The centre of the hall was a surging mass of movement that took Hal a moment to make sense of, for three alien figures stood in the midst of a litter of bodies.
  


  
    Lord John Worthington stood motionless, in his hand a bloody knife. His son lay at his feet, his throat obviously cut as blood pooled around him. Lord John appeared transfixed, staring off into the distance, while Roldem’s palace guard formed a barrier between him and their King.
  


  
    Then he saw that Lord John’s Isles and Kesh counterparts stood motionless as well, arms down and out before them, hands turned palms up, their eyes closed as if in prayer.
  


  
    And in the centre of an invisible triangle between those three men raged something dark and murderous.
  


  
    Hal could not quite make sense of what he was seeing. Whatever was forming there was a blur of motion and a shifting of light. Then Lord John and the other two advisors collapsed as one, and something was released.
  


  
    The three shimmering silhouettes suddenly threw themselves at the three monarchs. Those not behind the wall of shields and swords screamed in agony as sudden wounds appeared on their bodies, or died silently from instantly killing blows. Blood fountained and spattered everywhere as the apparitions appeared moved around the room in a mad caper of murder, cutting and slashing in all directions.
  


  
    Hal looked and found the Princess standing behind her father, Lady Gabriella and Ty and a dozen royal guardsmen. Jim and Franciezka were standing between that group and the Isles guardsmen protecting King Gregory, both of them had a pair of impressive-looking blades in each hand.
  


  
    The Keshians were forming a wall of iron shields and scimitars around Emperor Sezioti who had drawn his ceremonial sword and looked poised to use it if need be. Hal tried to make sense of the mayhem, but had trouble getting the dark figures in focus.
  


  
    They moved oddly, disjointedly, but even so, their progress was deadly. Blood was splattered on gowns and fine uniforms, giving the entire tableau an otherworld quality. Moreover, the keening sound the creatures made was unnerving. Hal fought down an urge to turn and run and took stock of his next move. His duty lay to his king and he knew he should move to defend Gregory, but his heart was Stephané’s and he wanted nothing more than to hurry to her side.
  


  
    He judged his best choice to join with Jim and Franciezka. He ran past the royal dais and came to Jim’s side. “What are they?”
  


  
    “I’ve never seen their like,” said the Kingdom’s spymaster. “But I’ve read about them. They are called death-dancers, and they are a bastard to kill.”
  


  
    Looking at the way they flailed about, Hal saw a pattern emerging. “Then we’d best be about killing them as quickly as we can!” He took three steps forward and as he had anticipated, what appeared as an odd man-shaped hole in the air swung a wide arc of what seemed to be a blade. Hal lunged and impaled it, felt the sword cut deep, felt resistance, then withdrew and knelt as a wildly swinging blade cut through the air where he had stood a moment before. A warbling cry, a sound nothing mortal could make, cut through the air, a sound of raw pain and anger.
  


  
    “Good!” shouted Jim. “I think you’ve really annoyed it!”
  


  
    The nearest death-dancer turned and seemed to be trying to locate Hal, who backed away ready to move in whatever direction took him away from this thing’s attack. He had run it through, somewhere in the lower torso, but it seemed merely agitated, showing no sign of injury.
  


  
    “How do you kill one of these things?” Hal yelled.
  


  
    “I don’t know, but I do know you can’t let it cut you! Its touch is poison!”
  


  
    “Now you tell me!”
  


  
    “I’m not the one racing in there, am I?” shouted Jim.
  


  
    Hal played keep-away with the closest death-dancer and noticed another behind it. There was something dissimilar between the two, but he was too busy dodging to notice. He yelled, “Jim, what’s the difference between this one and the others?”
  


  
    Jim tore his attention away from the closest as it lunged at Hal who barely leapt away in time. The flickering, featureless creature was difficult to see, and only the young duke’s quick reflexes saved him.
  


  
    “The other one has some sort of lash. Yours a blade, I think.”
  


  
    “I can’t see it well enough to hurt it!” Hal shouted. “It’s like fighting in the dark.”
  


  
    A noble on the other side of the room, one of the visiting Kingdom lords, screamed and clutched at his cheek as the lash from the other dancer found its mark. He fell to his knees with blood running between his fingers, then his eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed to the floor. Colour drained from his face, his forehead beaded with perspiration and he seemed to be fighting for breath.
  


  
    A third death-dancer reached the line of shields protecting the Emperor and was repulsed by the sheer number of blows directed at it. Enough struck that it echoed the warbling cry of the one Hal had wounded and retreated.
  


  
    Jim watched the frustrating combat, as Hal and Ty and the others defending the monarchs attempted to counter blows from enemies that were at best dancing shadows and at worst nearly invisible. Jim said, “We need to see them!”
  


  
    Franciezka said, “I have an idea!” She turned and for a brief moment thought about dragging the King and Princess Stephané out of the door behind them, until she realized that corridor ended in a terraced garden. The only other way off that terrace was over a low stone wall, then a fifty foot drop to the marshalling yard below.
  


  
    She ducked behind the throne and made her way through cowering nobles who were trying to stay as far away as possible from the murderous magical beings. A servants’ entrance was hidden behind a tapestry and she ducked through it. It was not an effective escape route for those in the great hall, as it immediately wound down in a spiral to the kitchen three storeys below: there would be a stampede on those stairs as people tried to get out.
  


  
    She reached the kitchen and found the staff oblivious to the mayhem above as the chief cook oversaw a banquet for over five hundred guests scheduled to begin in less than two hours. Servants were already beginning to organize large trays of delicacies and cups were being arranged for wine service. Finally a baker’s apprentice noticed Franciezka and his eyes widened at the sight of this woman with her hair dishevelled and a large knife in either hand. Before he could speak, she shouted, “Flour? Where is the flour?”
  


  
    The boy pointed as other eyes turned to stare at the intruder. She saw a five pound sack of flour sitting on a large rolling table and another unopened beneath the table. She threw both knives point down into the table and said, “Don’t anyone climb those stairs to the great hall until you’ve been told it is safe!”
  


  
    She grabbed both sacks, one under each arm, ignoring the one that was spilling and hurried back up the stairs. A fit woman, she was nevertheless panting by the time she reached the top. How did the servants manage to make that climb dozens of times during a feast, she absently wondered?
  


  
    She pushed her way past nobles crowding the entrance, and saw a young woman look at her with wide eyes. As that woman took a step towards her, Franciezka said, “Don’t go down there! There are more of them!”
  


  
    The woman immediately pulled back and screamed. It was hardly noticed in the bedlam. Franciezka reached Jim and said, “Cut this one!” as she dropped the unopened bag at his feet.
  


  
    She reached into the open bag and took as large a handful of flour in it as she could, then shouted, “Hal! Close your eyes!”
  


  
    Out of breath, perspiration dripping off his brow from dodging and slashing at the invisible creature, Hal shouted back, “Are you daft?”
  


  
    “Shield your eyes!” Jim yelled.
  


  
    Franciezka threw flour in the general direction of the shifting shape and the flour exploded into a white dusty cloud. Suddenly there was an outline Hal could see.
  


  
    In a fury of blade work, he darted in and started cutting at the creature, retreating when necessary. Then another blade joined his as Ty leapt past Gabriella and stabbed the creature when it turned to confront Hal.
  


  
    Quickly Hal and Ty forced the closest dancer to retreat, while some of the more bold guardsmen pressed forward now that they could make out the elusive assassins. Cut, slice, thrust, and the wailing increased until it approached an ear-splitting level.
  


  
    Hal was puffing as he sought to press the first dancer, his face running with perspiration. Ty shouted, “Back. Catch your wind! I’ll hold him.”
  


  
    An Isles guardsman attempted to take Hal’s place but his move was ill-timed and the dancer wheeled and sliced him across the throat. With a wide-eyed expression the guardsman went to his knees, his neck fountaining blood.
  


  
    As the death-dancers got more injured they became more frantic, and more soldiers died. Jim moved to a position between the combatants and the now flour-covered Franciezka, shouting, “Look for an opening, and if you see one, get the King and Princess out of here!”
  


  
    “I will, but as fast as those things are moving, I doubt one will present itself!”
  


  
    A bold Keshian legionary leapt forward, attempting a shield bash and was rewarded by the dancer closest to him falling back, its warbling cry tinged with outrage. For his pains, the Keshian soldier felt a cracking blow across his shield that sent a shock up his arm.
  


  
    That presented the opening needed for Emperor Sezioti to be whisked out of the nearest entrance, into a safer part of the palace. The enraged death-dancer attempted to follow, but the determined legionary again bashed it with his shield and struck out with his scimitar.
  


  
    Jim saw his grandfather trying to protect King Gregory and the Queen, and motioned toward the doorway through which the Keshians had escaped. Lord James nodded that he understood his grandson’s signal, and shouted orders to the guard captain to be ready to move towards that escape should the way open.
  


  
    Jim saw there was something wrong with King Gregory. His right eye drooped and his right arm was dangling uselessly. Jim prayed the King hadn’t been struck by the death-dancer: from what he knew of them from a report Pug had penned years before, few survived such an attack. One who had was Ty’s father Tal, but he had the best magic and medicine the Conclave of Shadows could provide, and they had got to him quickly.
  


  
    Jim looked around and saw that with the Keshians gone, save for the one brave legionary holding the door, two dancers were now attacking the Kingdom defenders. He turned his attention to the one facing Ty and saw Hal leap at it.
  


  
    To no one in particular he said “Damn, those are some brave youngsters.”
  


  
    “Yes, they are,” said Franciezka at his side.
  


  
    He glanced at her and would have found her flour-covered visage amusing were it not for the circumstances. Indeed, flour was everywhere, in many places stained with crimson blood, producing an odd pink clump when the two substances combined.
  


  
    The death-dancers were now frantic to the point of hurling themselves against whatever was before them, people, walls, furniture. Fatigued guardsmen were knocked into one another, and Jim shouted, “One of the king’s is going to die if we don’t end this soon!”
  


  
    Suddenly a humming filled the room and Jim saw a figure standing in red robes on the other side. He held up his hands and the humming grew louder. The instant result was that the three death-dancers ceased moving but rather stood and vibrated as if trying to get into harmony with the note. It grew louder to the point of being painful and men screamed in pain and covered their ears.
  


  
    Then suddenly the sound was gone.
  


  
    And so were the death-dancers.
  


  
    The three advisors were dead. And from preliminary reports from the palace chirurgeon they were never truly alive. Whatever they would turn out to be, they weren’t human.
  


  
    Ruffio sat in the middle of an ad hoc summit of representatives from the three nations. No monarch attended, for reasons of safety. Moreover, word was King Gregory had suffered some sort of seizure and was being attended by priests and chirurgeons.
  


  
    As the most senior Roldemish noble, Duke Vladislas of Ansevat served as the informal leader of the conference. Next to him at the table sat Lord Jamison, Duke of Rillanon, flanked on one side by his grandson, Jim. Franciezka sat next to Duke Vladislas, and to her left sat the senior Keshian representative, Prince Jantashi, one of the Emperor’s many nephews.
  


  
    Given the dire circumstances of the evening’s events, a great deal of wine was sitting on the table and had been partaken of freely. Jim said, “My lord Jantashi, if I may presume to offer a suggestion?”
  


  
    “Yes, Lord Jamison?”
  


  
    “Send word to the Jal-Pur and recall Lord Hazara-Khan. He was wrongly implicated in treason and is innocent of any such thing, but he is a valuable and talented servant of your Emperor, and you will need him in days to come.”
  


  
    “Odd to consider such a request from an enemy of the state as having any validity.”
  


  
    “Oh, I am many things, my lord,” admitted Jim, “but an enemy of Kesh is not one of them.” Glancing around the room, he said, “Our roles as agents of intrigue are coming to an end, Kaseem and myself.” He neglected to mention Franciezka, assuming she’d prefer to make any such revelation on her own terms. “He is still too smart and talented a man not to utilize, and I will retire from public life at my king’s pleasure. But know I only sought to maintain peace between our nations, as difficult as that proved at times.”
  


  
    His grandfather barely could contain his own anger, as he said, “And need I remind you, Prince Jantashi, that we had peace, nearly a century of it, except for those nasty little brawls in the Vale, until your nation launched a full-scale invasion of mine?”
  


  
    It was the magician who spoke. “Forgive the interruption, my lords, from this commoner, but it is clear that magic played a hand. Several of your own parties are repeating that it is as if they have awakened from a dream, some claiming to have been that way for years. The three advisors who perished were not human, but creatures of some alien nature which have been among us for a long time. Sir William was a young soldier with King Gregory nearly thirty years ago, and likewise Prince Harfum and Lord John have been fixtures in the capital for decades, slowly building up their influence. But consider how no one ever questioned the power they so gradually built up.”
  


  
    Two other magicians had accompanied Ruffio from the Academy and both were, like the red-clad spell-caster, also servants of the Conclave of Shadows. One had been detailed to examine the corpses of the three dead nobles, while the other had been speaking to anyone and everyone who exhibited any signs of having been under those dead nobles’ influences.
  


  
    “We will not know much more for some time to come,” said Ruffio, absently stroking his black beard, “but I am certain we shall find the recent insanity was the result of this plan, and whoever was behind it.”
  


  
    “Just who are you?” asked Lord Vladislas.
  


  
    “A humble servant,” answered Ruffio with a self-deprecating smile. Jim knew better, but kept his mouth shut. “I teach at the Academy at Stardock. Pug of Stardock asked us to keep an eye on this meeting, for it was obviously a critical one, and his concerns proved justified. I am sorry it took us so long to react, but we thought it wise not to come too close to the meeting.” He glanced around and added, “We assumed there would be other magic-users, those loyal to the rulers, in attendance as well. This obviously was not the case. Why is that?”
  


  
    If the idea of a commoner questioning them rankled, the attending nobles kept it under control. It was Prince Jantashi who said, “The Emperor, blessings be upon him, had a magical adviser, when he was young. It resulted from a horrible attempt on the life of his grandfather. It was before my time, so I am vague on the details. But I know that for many years there was a court magician.” His voice dropped as he said, “I believe it was Lord Harfum who ended that practice.”
  


  
    Ruffio nodded. He glanced at Lord Jamison. “King Borric had a pet magician,” he said gruffly. He looked at Ruffio. “If you’re from Stardock, ask Pug about his last conversation with King Patrick. It’s why there’s been no court magician in Rillanon since.”
  


  
    Ruffio nodded. “I’ve heard the story, my lord.”
  


  
    “Roldem has never had any court magic,” said Vladislas.
  


  
    Ruffio shrugged. “Had we but known, we might have saved a few more lives.”
  


  
    Vladislas said, “Look, this is all well and good and I’m sure Ruffio here will be happy to tell anyone how he did what he did to get rid of those things but our job is to end this damn bloody war.” He glanced at Jantashi, who nodded.
  


  
    To the Keshian, he said, “You started it and it was your message to our king that halted it. What do you suggest?”
  


  
    “To be honest, my lord, I doubt there’s a sane man in the Empire who knows why we invaded the Isles. If we were going to attack, the Vale is the only place worth claiming, and the cost of winning it is more than that lush valley is worth. It’s clear that the evolution of reasons, the displacement of rebellious tribes from the Confederacy, the ‘reclaiming’ of Bosania, the ultimate subjugation of Queg, and the re-establishment of ancient borders were simply a means to create as much war fever as possible among those members of the Gallery of Lords and Masters who were not directly under Prince Harfum’s influence.” He shook his head slowly. “Until the Emperor, blessings be upon him, is safely back in his palace, I have no idea what is possible.”
  


  
    “You could pick up your toys and go home,” said Lord James.
  


  
    “We have colonists scattered from Carse to the Yabon border in the Far Coast region, my lord. We occupy half of the city of Ylith. We have three enclaves along the coast of the Free Cities, and a total blockade of Krondor and Port Vykor. And you want us to ‘pick up our toys’?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said James.
  


  
    Jim watched his grandfather closely and saw a determination in his expression he’d not seen for years. Half of Jim’s life had been involved in criminal behaviour, but the other half had been in service to the Crown, and his exemplar for that sat to his right. His grandfather was prepared to die this very moment for what he believed in.
  


  
    “I have no authority to negotiate a settlement,” said Prince Jantashi.
  


  
    “Just what authority to you have?” asked Duke Vladislas.
  


  
    The Prince smiled. “Not much really. Anything I agree to can obviously be countermanded by the Emperor, blessings be upon him. Just as your kings can overrule you.”
  


  
    “Understood,” said James, “but you’re not just sitting here taking up space, are you?”
  


  
    “I can agree to maintain the current armistice until more formal negotiations are undertaken. I think you’ll agree that given what we endured earlier today, any hope of a quick resolution is unreasonable.”
  


  
    “We want concessions,” said James.
  


  
    “What do you ask?”
  


  
    “Get your boys out of Yabon. Pull them back to the border with Crydee so we can get some up there. Young Lord Martin’s got a starving city and no easy way to bring in food and relief.”
  


  
    Jim barely could contain himself. His grandfather was lying like a gambler with a pair of loaded dice. Caravans of foodstuff had already been dispatched from Krondor via Sarth and the Quegans were keeping Kesh’s fleet south of their island in check. In fact, relations between the Kingdom and Queg had never been better: nothing like a common enemy to get rivals to put aside differences. No, Jim’s grandfather was already planning a campaign to retake Crydee from Kesh and wanted Kesh’s permission to go ahead. Jim hoped this Keshian prince was as ignorant of geography and politics in the north as most Keshian Truebloods.
  


  
    Prince Jantashi nodded. “I’ll ask for a withdrawal to the border.” Then he smiled. “Plot your invasion of Crydee, Lord James. I am certain that within a year or so the Emperor will gladly return it to you. No need for bloodshed if you’re patient.”
  


  
    Jim could barely contain his smile as his grandfather fumed. Apparently this Keshian prince had been selected for more than who he was related to. He turned to Jim and said, “I will seriously consider your recommendation regarding Lord Hazara-Khan. The men of the Jal-Pur have been among our most loyal subjects for centuries, and he was one of those who obviously was not ensorcelled by Prince Harfum and his minions.” To their host, he said, “Lord Vladislas, our thanks for your hospitality. Kesh knows that Roldem is entirely blameless for the butchery done this day and our Emperor, blessings be upon him, wishes his beloved brother King Carol to know that he is held in the highest regard. Kesh’s fleet in the Sea of Kingdoms will withdraw to our traditional spheres of control.” He rose and the others rose as well, then sat down again after he had left.
  


  
    “Well, James,” said Vladislas, “now that the formalities are over, what do you suggest?”
  


  
    “I don’t know about you, Vlad, but I think this would be a very good time to get drunk.” He reached for a flagon of wine as he spoke.
  


  
    “How is your king?” asked the Duke Vladislas.
  


  
    James said, “I fear the worst. Gregory was never a robust man. He… looked stricken when they carried him out. We have to wait for what the chirurgeons say.”
  


  
    “I will pray for him tonight,” said the Duke, and Duke James knew he would, as his old friend was a pious man. Still, he surprised everyone when he reached for a goblet and said, “But I find your suggestion earlier a very good idea.”
  


  
    Jim looked at Franciezka, who nodded at him. They stood up from the table simultaneously and indicated that Ruffio should join them, leaving the two old dukes to spend time alone. When the three were out of the room, Jim said, “Where is Pug?”
  


  
    Ruffio glanced at Lady Franciezka.
  


  
    Jim said, “Speak freely. I tell her everything.”
  


  
    If there had been a single moment in her life where the Lady Franciezka Sorboz had to muster up every bit of control she could to keep from laughing, this was that moment. Most of her entire relationship with Jim had revolved around them keeping secrets from one another, secrets the other was desperately seeking to uncover.
  


  
    Ruffio seemed to understand the jest, and shrugged. “He and Magnus are off on an errand he judges critical.” Lowering his voice, “Apparently Miranda and Nakor are back.”
  


  
    James Dasher Jamison was speechless. Finally he said, “But they’re dead.”
  


  
    With a rueful smile, Ruffio said, “Such was the general consensus. Several of my colleagues saw Miranda die, and Nakor never returned from a journey to another realm with Pug and Magnus. But two of my most trusted aides sent word that they had returned to Sorcerer’s Isle and were having lunch with Amirantha the Warlock, and Sandreena the Knight-Adamant of the Order of the Shield.”
  


  
    “Aides?” asked Jim. “You’ve been promoted?”
  


  
    Ruffio nodded. “Pug anticipates everything. As Magnus will some day replace him, I am to replace Magnus. I am now leader of the Conclave in their absence.”
  


  
    Franciezka chuckled. “Well, I’d better update my journals.”
  


  
    Ruffio said, “I will leave you now.” He reached into his belt and pulled out a small pouch. “I understand your last orb failed. Here’s another for your convenience. The first setting will take you to the Villa, of course. I’ve set the second setting to return you to the palace in Rillanon, and the third to the palace in Krondor.”
  


  
    Jim was delighted. “Thank you, Ruffio!”
  


  
    “There is also a small cube. Throw the small switch and I will be summoned.” He glanced around and said, “I fear that the damage done by those three… homunculi or whatever they were, is far from being undone. We have war and distrust and three nations at a standstill and it may be years before we return to something approaching tranquillity.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “It is my considered opinion that the object of all this madness is nothing more than to lock three nations up in such a fashion that they are unable to respond to any new threat.”
  


  
    “Such is Pug’s thinking,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    Before anyone could say anything further, a squire in the livery of the Isles hurried by, dashing into the room they had just left. Franciezka glanced at Jim, as the colour drained from his face. She gripped his arm; then he ran into the room.
  


  
    “I can feel it. King Gregory is dead,” Franciezka said.
  


  
    Ruffio let out a slow breath. “May his journey on the wheel bring him more joy.” He looked at her and said, “I need to return to the Academy and explain that involving Stardock in politics is the height of folly. Then I will away to the Isle and see to the business of the Conclave.” He smiled at her. “Your reputation does you no justice, in either beauty and acumen, my lady. Know that the Conclave means no hard to any nation or ruler. We serve only to protect the world.”
  


  
    Then he was gone.
  


  
    Franciezka turned as Jim came out of the room his grandfather occupied and said, “Now we have no king, and no heir.”
  


  
    “What are you going to do?”
  


  
    “First go to Krondor. I must speak with my cousin Richard and Prince Edward. He ranks highest in office, but his claim is weaker than several others. Speaking of which, would you see to Stephané? Unless I’m tragically mistaken, she means to have young Hal as husband, and if no one has watched closely, she most likely has him between the sheets already; her best ploy may be to announce to her father she is with child and the young Duke of Crydee is the father.”
  


  
    “She’s not that devious,” said Franciezka with a half-smile.
  


  
    “She’s a woman, isn’t she?”
  


  
    “I’ll forgive you for that remark if you tell me where you are going after Krondor.”
  


  
    “To Rillanon, and to see the temper of the Congress of Lords. We have claimants to the throne, including the Princess’s object of affection, but no clear favourite. Thrones will be bartered and promises made and broken. Alliance and betrayal are the order of the day, and if someone is foolish enough, we may see civil war.”
  


  
    “Might it come to that, with Kesh on your borders?”
  


  
    Jim laughed. “As my ancestor, the first Lord James is reputed to have said, ‘Never underestimate the potential for human stupidity when wealth and power are at stake.’”
  


  
    She sighed. “I fear you’re right. Now, go, and mourn your king, and see to the business of your nation, but know that I will wait to see you again in happier circumstances.”
  


  
    “Lady, you have no idea how much it pleases me to hear you say thus. If there is one thing in this bitter experience I would not trade for the Keshian treasury, it is hearing you say that.”
  


  
    She looked at him for a long moment. “I do love you, you fool.”
  


  
    “And I love you more than the breath in my lungs.” He kissed her and held her close, then took out the travel orb and flipped the switch and was gone.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka Sorboz stood motionless for a moment, having never felt so alone in her life.
  


  
    Magnus stood alone on the cold beach, ignoring the bitter winter wind from the south. He struggled with dark anger unlike any he had known since boyhood.
  


  
    Magnus reflected as he stared out at the lapping waves. Fatigue had forced him to take time away from studying the matrix and in his heart he knew part of what was causing it was the conflict he felt at seeing his mother’s face every time he pulled away from his study.
  


  
    Magnus sighed. Staring out at the sea had always been his way to grapple with his internal conflicts. He had been a quiet boy, slow to anger, thoughtful and studious. When his little brother had been born he had been like most other children, torn between loving a companion and resenting an intruder. Caleb had been outgoing and playful, until it became clear he had no magical skills nor would he learn any.
  


  
    For most children that would have been of no importance, but for Caleb it had been a burden, for he grew up on Sorcerer’s Isle, the son of Pug and Miranda, the younger brother of Magnus, and the only child not a servant who was devoid of magical ability.
  


  
    Magnus had become his protector, his big brother protecting him as much as possible from the cruelties of the other boys and girls, but even then, Magnus couldn’t watch over him continuously, and as a result Caleb had still been dealt with harshly.
  


  
    Pug found his son standing alone and said, “Are you all right?”
  


  
    “No,” said Magnus. “Frankly, I am anything but all right.”
  


  
    Pug sighed. “This encounter with those… beings… I know it’s unsettling.”
  


  
    “Unsettling?” said Magnus, his voice rising. “I’ve seen how you look at her. I understand, Father. I have had moments, brief ones, where I forget, and then I remind myself, she is not Mother. She is not your wife!”
  


  
    Pug saw anger in his son unlike anything he had witnessed before. “What is it, really?”
  


  
    Magnus considered his words before speaking, then said at last, “What is the limit of the price you’re willing to pay?”
  


  
    Pug was unprepared for his son’s question. “I’m not sure what you mean?”
  


  
    Magnus had always been a self-aware, self-controlled child and adult, but for the first time since his birth, he looked to his father as if it was taking all his self-control to keep from erupting in rage. “People have died, Father. Not dozens, or hundreds, or thousands, but millions. They have died because of decisions we’ve made, you and I. When does the price become too high?”
  


  
    Pug was speechless.
  


  
    Magnus said, “I guess it doesn’t really matter if you don’t know who those people are, or at least if they are not close to you.” Magnus’s eyes were wet with barely-contained tears of frustration and anger. “The stories you told Caleb and me when we were boys. The hundreds that died in the arena on Kelewan? You made your point. The games were evil. And eventually you closed the rift that drew the Dragon Lords, or what was left of them, to Midkemia.”
  


  
    Pug’s stunned shock began to slowly turn to anger of his own. “Are you suggesting somehow I’m to blame for the Valheru starting the Chaos Wars ages before man came to Midkemia?”
  


  
    “Of course not!” shouted Magnus. “Don’t insult my intelligence. But have you ever considered that pulling down the arena around the ears of Tsurani citizens whose only crime was to attend a public festival might have been the first time in your life you looked at human life as yours to spend? At whim?”
  


  
    Pug grabbed Magnus by the front of his robe and cried, “What is this about, Magnus?”
  


  
    Pushing his father’s hands away, Magnus said, “You destroyed a world, Father. You did your best to get people free of it, but in the end… I don’t know how many died because of what you did.”
  


  
    “I had no choice!” shouted Pug.
  


  
    “There is always a choice,” said Magnus. “From the choice to do nothing and let events take their course, to constantly meddling and wreaking havoc on other people’s lives. It just seems that your choices bring about the most destruction.” He looked at his father as if seeing him for the first time. “I don’t know you.”
  


  
    “You know what’s at stake.”
  


  
    “Do I?” said Magnus. “I know who we face. I will not argue that we have been opposed by forces evil beyond understanding. Madness is their hallmark, and chaos is their chosen mode, but in the end I must ask, have we done our best in opposing them, or do we flail about, breaking whatever gets in our way, because we never ask the question: at what price?”
  


  
    “We pay whatever price is asked,” Pug answered. “Otherwise all we know, and more, worlds beyond counting, are lost.”
  


  
    Magnus turned and looked out over the ocean. “I stand here and look out and see miles of rolling waves. Under the water life is teeming, oblivious to what we undertake in our struggles. In the sky birds soar, our conflicts meaning nothing to them. And this is but one world. I’ve seen the stars in the heavens and know the engine of creation is vast beyond my ability to comprehend it, yet in the end I feel as I have said, that there is a limit!” His voice rose and he pointed back towards the Pantathian city. “In there is an abomination. Two people I loved more than I loved any other, my mother and Nakor, are captured in some evil design and returned to us, and for what reason? Even they confess to not knowing why. But I think it’s simply another jest by the gods to convince us that there is no limit to the price. And I want no more of it.”
  


  
    And with that, Magnus vanished.
  


  
    Pug stood alone on the cliffs looking at a cold, choppy sea, a chilly early morning wind cutting into him, and never in his life had he felt more alone.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty •


  


  Manoeuvres


  
    

  


  
    Soldiers marched.
  


  
    The procession that would carry King Gregory back to Rillanon to be interned in the Vault of Kings moved down the long winding street from palace to dockside. Hal watched from a window in the palace, a window in the room belonging to Duke James of Rillanon.
  


  
    The old duke, his grandson Jim, and the magician Ruffio stood nearby watching the passing funeral parade. Turning away from the window, Hal looked at Lord James who said, “We don’t have much time, my lord.”
  


  
    Hal was still struggling to accept his rank as being equal to the man who addressed him. Lord James was arguably the most powerful noble in the Kingdom, especially now that the King had died without naming an heir.
  


  
    “You must decide and quickly,” said Jim to Hal.
  


  
    “I honestly don’t know what to do,” Hal replied.
  


  
    Duke Jamison had been a powerfully built soldier in his younger days, but even now as he entered the twilight of his life he was a presence to be reckoned with, and he had been the one to ask for this meeting. He held up a fist and shook it for emphasis. “Even as we speak, Prince Oliver of Simrick will be almost certain to be on a ship heading for Rillanon and the Congress of Lords. Three days after Gregory is interred in the royal vault, the Congress will meet and those claiming the crown will step forward. You must be there.”
  


  
    “But my ancestor, the first Martin—”
  


  
    “Damn it, boy,” said James, “I know history as well as the next man, and your great-however-many-grandfather did a noble thing for his brother. Yes, it’s a bastard line, made legitimate by a death-bed pronouncement, but that doesn’t make you any less a conDoin and as strong a claimant as any.”
  


  
    “Prince Edward—” began Hal.
  


  
    “Will not stand for the crown,” interrupted James. “He has publicly and often said he only took the position in Krondor as a favour to his cousin Gregory. He will watch from the gallery like every other member of the Congress, but if the Ishapian priests lay the crown at his feet he’d not stoop to pick it up.”
  


  
    “Me, King?” said Hal.
  


  
    Jim said, “Most likely not. But without you there, we face the danger of someone else declaring for you, in your name, as a means to broker influence. Montgomery will stand as the first alternative to Oliver. He’s a court-bred creature and has many friends, but until this moment no influence to speak of.”
  


  
    “And Lord Chadwick told me he prayed not to have the office fall to him.”
  


  
    “Ha!” answered James. “That old fraud would sell his grandmother for the crown. Don’t let Chad’s affability and easy manner gull you, lad. He’s already counting who he can pry away from Montgomery’s faction to back his claim, and who among Oliver’s followers might be bribed or bullied to switch their votes. You stand as an honest alternative, or at least as honest as we’ll ever get in our nation. You’re a Westerner, and the last King to come from the Western Realm proved a most able and beloved ruler, Lyam. His brother was a genius and Arutha’s son Borric was a fine king. After that…” He shrugged.
  


  
    Jim said, “No one expects you to be named, but if you are not there…” He glanced at Duke James. “Grandfather is right. You may be able to hold enough votes to prevent the sort of deals that will ultimately harm the Kingdom. Some of the eastern lords will care not a whit that your duchy is occupied by Keshian Dog Soldiers nor that the city of Ylith is split down the middle, one half Empire, the other Kingdom. They will be looking for patents of title and grants of land in the east in exchange for their votes. Some of the eastern lords have friends in Great Kesh who would count it a personal favour if the new king merely grants Kesh her conquests and moves on.” Pointing his finger at Hal, he said, “You would then be a duke without a duchy. You could move to Krondor, I guess, and become a court noble, but who knows who the new prince in Krondor will be and what sort of role he might see for you?”
  


  
    “My personal circumstance is of no importance to me,” said Hal. “The plight of my people is. Crydee must be restored.”
  


  
    “Only the King can do that,” said Jim. “You must speak to Oliver and Montgomery and Chadwick and see where they stand regarding the Far Coast and the West.”
  


  
    “And realize they’ll be lying to you every time you see their mouths open,” added James. “But promises are political capital in Rillanon and if the new king reneges on promises to gain the office, he will have none and his reign will be bumpy. All three know that. Plan your move wisely, and pick the man you think will help you get your duchy back, and pledge your allegiance to him.”
  


  
    Hal looked at Jim who nodded in agreement. “Very well,” said Hal. He turned and looked at Ruffio. “What about you?” Ruffio had told Hal of the Conclave and its role in Kingdom history, and after a long discussion the night before, Hal now considered himself more rural and ignorant than he had on the first day of classes at the University at Roldem. His view of the world had grown so much bigger in the last two days that he wasn’t sure he was equal to the task.
  


  
    Ruffio smiled. “The Conclave has other concerns than who sits the throne of the Isles, but we will have agents there to ensure the election of a new king goes without magical interference. The political manipulation of the last few years and the war show that our enemies seek to reduce this continent, perhaps the entire world, to a state of chaos.”
  


  
    “What about your master, Pug?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “I have prepared a report which is making its way to him even as we speak, and I am sure he will act with appropriate haste to enable us to seek out those behind the atrocities committed in the Great Hall.” When the carnage was over, a duke of Roldem, several nobles of Kesh and the Kingdom, half a dozen retainers and eight guards had been slaughtered by the death-dancers.
  


  
    As King Carol was in his own apartment surrounded by his personal guards, and Emperor Sezioti was guarded in his apartment preparing for departure, all communication between the three nations had been handled by the Dukes of Roldem and Rillanon, and the Prince of Great Kesh.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “I will accompany you, if you have no objection, Lord Henry, and there will be others there as well to protect and serve the Crown.” With a confidence Hal wished he possessed as well, the young magician said, “No death-dancer or other agent of mayhem will disturb the Congress of Lords.”
  


  
    “I’ll have to find a ship,” said Hal. “The King’s is at capacity, I’ve been told.”
  


  
    James laughed. “Ha, that bastard Chadwick, no doubt.” He put his hand on the younger man’s shoulders. “You’re a duke, Hal. From a line of kings. No man in the Kingdom stands above you, but your lord king and his appointed prince in Krondor. Other than that, you can tell the rest of us to go dance if you’ve a mind to.” Hal smiled. “No one tells you there’s no room on the King’s ship. If you have to pitch some vassal baron over the side to make room, that’s what you do.”
  


  
    Hal laughed at that. “Then I best see to it.”
  


  
    “No need,” said Ruffio. “I can get you to Rillanon in a moment.” With a smile and a slightly theatrical bow, he added, “Whenever it suits you. We can linger here three more days and still arrive in Rillanon before the King’s ship.”
  


  
    James tilted his head as he looked at his grandson. “Planning?”
  


  
    “Needed,” answered Jim. “Let’s school this lad and then we’ll all go to Rillanon together.”
  


  
    “You’ll all go,” said James, motioning for a page to bring him his cloak. “As Duke of Rillanon, my place is beside my king, as tedious as this next journey may be. I will sit the death watch with him from here to the family vault.” He kissed his grandson lightly on the cheek. “You were always a sweet boy, Jimmy, despite being a constant pain in the backside.”
  


  
    Jim hugged his grandfather in return. “If Father’s stories are to be believed, no more so than you and Great-uncle Dash were to Great-grandfather Arutha.”
  


  
    “Well,” said the old Duke, “I was younger then.”
  


  
    They laughed and the Duke departed. Jim turned and rubbed his hands together, looking out of the window. Then he turned to a servant and said, “Wine, please, chilled white. Fruit, cheese, hot bread, a roasted chicken and once it’s served we are not to be disturbed unless it’s by royal order.”
  


  
    “Yes, my lord.”
  


  
    “We have a very short time and much to teach you about Kingdom politics, Hal,” Jim said. “I hope you’re a good student.”
  


  
    Hal sat, shaking his head. “That would be Martin. I’m the brawler.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “As long as you’re not a stupid brawler, and you listen closely to what Ruffio and I will try to teach you, we should have a chance.”
  


  
    “Chance for what?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “A chance to save the Kingdom from its own worst impulses.”
  


  
    Martin looked up as Brendan walked into the room. Life in Ylith was beginning to return to something close to normal, or as normal as it could get with half the city occupied with Keshians. But some townspeople had returned from the forests, and the first ship from Sarth had put in a few hours before.
  


  
    A Keshian cutter had also arrived, but anchored outside the harbour and sent a longboat ashore to the Keshian side of the docks.
  


  
    “Orders from the Prince,” said Brendan, dropping the packet on the table before Martin.
  


  
    “Finally, something to do,” he said. The terror and chaos of the battle had been replaced at first by relief, then boredom as the two sides stared at one another across a thirty-foot wide patch of city market that acted as a no-man’s land between the lines.
  


  
    He opened the packet, breaking the seal of the Prince of Krondor and read. After a minute, he shook his head. “This is amusing. I am named Acting Commander of the garrison.”
  


  
    “Congratulations,” said Brendan wryly.
  


  
    “And I’m relieved of duty.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    Martin stood up. “We are ordered to Krondor to report in person to the Prince.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “Is that a good idea?”
  


  
    “As long as our Keshian friends don’t start any trouble, Bolton should be able to handle things.”
  


  
    Brendan suddenly looked concerned and Martin smiled. “Give it up. She’s been playing the two of you off against each other, but she’s got her eyes set on our young captain. Besides, not only are you too young to settle down, you’re the younger brother to a Duke and you’ll do as you’re told.”
  


  
    Brendan fixed his older brother with a sardonic expression. “Really, and just who gave you leave to woo Lady Bethany?”
  


  
    “I’ll sort that out with Hal when I see him,” said Martin, fastening his sword belt around his waist. “Now, you find yourself a girl like her, and I’ll fight to the death for your right to wed her.”
  


  
    Brendan chuckled. “Fair point.” Then he grinned. “Still, I don’t envy you being the one to tell her you’re leaving and she’s staying here.”
  


  
    “She’ll understand. Besides, someone has to make certain Bolton doesn’t foul things up.”
  


  
    “How do we travel?”
  


  
    “Horse,” said Martin. “Our mounts are growing lazy. We’ll each take two and switch as we go. Five days to Sarth, perhaps six, then a fast boat to Krondor to see what Prince Edward wishes of us.”
  


  
    Bethany was not pleased to be left behind, as Brendan had predicted, but as the brothers were getting ready to ride out early the next day, a guard came running to the stables behind the mayor’s house. “Sir, Captain Bolton needs you at the barricade!”
  


  
    Both brothers mounted up and rode to the barricade.
  


  
    “The Keshians appear to be withdrawing, sir,” the captain reported as they arrived.
  


  
    Martin stared beyond the barricade and indeed, the Keshians were marching in formation towards the city gate. Martin called for two soldiers to make an opening in the barricade and they quickly pulled them away. Even so, Martin rode impatiently over two remaining levels of bags before they could finish. Seeing no opening in the corresponding Keshian barricade he spurred his mount on, shifted his weight forward and urged his horse to jump the barricade.
  


  
    He trotted up behind the marching Keshians and passed them. Reaching the main gate he found the Keshian commander and his officers gathered nearby watching as troops from his half of the city were exiting. Reining in, he said, “Leaving?”
  


  
    The Keshian commander nodded. “Such are our orders, young lord. It is the pleasure of His Majesty, the Emperor of Great Kesh, blessings be upon him, that we return Yabon to you, and withdraw to the border of Bosania.” He pointed at a hill top. “Which is over there, if the ancient maps are correct.” With a rueful smile he said, “Congratulations on your victory, young lord. You have achieved the reclaiming of Yabon without losing a man.”
  


  
    “If I were in the mood to appreciate the levity, sir, I would laugh. As it is, I’ve lost too many good men to your emperor’s adventure. Now, if I may ask, why is he conceding a hard-won victory?”
  


  
    The commander held out his hands and shrugged. “I am not privy to such reasons, Lord Martin. I merely receive orders and obey them. It was never my wish to come to this land, but it was my duty. You do understand duty?”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “As such things go.” Turning his horse, he said, “Let us hope we never again need face one another on the field of battle, sir.”
  


  
    “If we do, I will count it an honour.”
  


  
    Martin left the Keshians to their withdrawal and returned to his own lines. To Bolton he said, “The Keshians have orders to withdraw about three or four miles south-west, to the old border between Bosania and Yabon. As soon as they’re out of the city, sweep the area they occupied and make sure they left no spies behind, then rebuild that wall and gate as fast as you can. I’ll urge the Prince to send reinforcements back and perhaps even return the Duke here. The worst of this may be over. But it also may just be a lull. Be alert and take care of your city, Captain Bolton.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir!” replied the eager young officer.
  


  
    “And take care of Lily,” added Brendan with a wry smile.
  


  
    “Yes, sir,” said Bolton with the grin of a victor.
  


  
    The two brothers turned their mounts and started toward the east gates, and their trip to Krondor.
  


  
    Pug and Miranda sat alone in the quarters put aside for the four humans— at least that’s how the Pantathians saw them— as Nakor had decided to explore this alien city. Magnus had not returned since his confrontation with his father.
  


  
    Miranda felt her heart breaking to see her husband this way, and even though she knew those emotions were not her natural legacy, nevertheless they hurt.
  


  
    “Magnus was always… quiet,” she said. “He kept things inside. But when he finally showed his feelings, they were always deep and powerful.”
  


  
    Pug nodded. He struggled to adjust to the knowledge that the woman opposite him wasn’t the person in the world he most wanted her to be. Yet with each moment of comfort she brought, he felt another pang of emptiness, of longing for a time before her death. “I think he learned that from me.”
  


  
    She smiled. “Well, he certainly didn’t learn it from me— from Miranda. My understanding is that Magnus’s mother was not one to hide her feelings on any subject.”
  


  
    Pug said, “If it makes things easier, you can continue to refer to yourself as Miranda. I know those memories aren’t yours, but they must feel as if they are. I remember talking to your father— Miranda’s father—” He laughed. “Now I’m doing it. I remember Macros not believing he hadn’t been reborn as a Dasati with all his memories intact. He was… in the end, Macros.”
  


  
    “Even the ancient Blind God of Chaos doesn’t play as fast and loose with people’s lives as Kalkin does. Mythar merely unravelled the fabric of existence and let the pieces fall where they might, but Kalkin, he picks his targets and has no concerns over their plight.”
  


  
    “Magnus is right on one count,” Pug said.
  


  
    “Which?”
  


  
    “That I sacrifice others for what I believe is a ‘higher good.’”
  


  
    She nodded. “Doing the right thing has always been the heart of who you are. Why do you think I built up my own little network of agents within the Conclave?”
  


  
    “I’ve always wondered. At times I questioned your agenda.”
  


  
    “It was to have a separate source of information, one that didn’t pass through that prism in your head, the one that always casts light a certain way, red at one end, violet at the other? Only your prism is always ‘right’ at one end and ‘wrong’ at the other.”
  


  
    Pug nodded, sipping a cup of tea. “You always were more pragmatic.”
  


  
    “I’m older,” she quipped. Both of them had lived over a century, but one of the continuing jests between them was that Miranda would never tell Pug exactly how much older she was. Nakor had married Miranda’s mother for a time, while she learned all she could of magic from him, then she had moved on to Macros, the master magician in the world at that time, to glean what she could from him. Miranda had been the offspring of that union, and with both her parents dead, she was the only person who knew the truth.
  


  
    Pug laughed. “I have missed you.”
  


  
    She held up her hand. “Be cautious, Pug. My feelings are as deep as your own and I would like nothing more than to drag you off to bed and relive some of the happiest moments in my life. But I suspect that would not be a good idea.”
  


  
    Pug said nothing.
  


  
    “I ache to have Magnus embrace me as his mother, just one more time, and I hurt whenever I think of Caleb. But Kalkin did not bring my memories back and place them in his body just so you and I could have a joyful reunion. He placed them here so that Nakor and I can help with whatever needs to be done to save this world. For I am certain we are at a crux, and that the outcome of it all is going to determine the measure of life on this planet, and perhaps a larger portion of this universe.”
  


  
    From behind them, they both heard Magnus. “I agree.”
  


  
    They turned to see their son standing in the doorway.
  


  
    Looking at Miranda, Magnus said, “You have no more control over who you are than I do. You are as much a victim of this cruel jest as my father and me. Kalkin burdened you with the loves and loss of another and you feel that as strongly as if it were your own, and I do not envy you this.” Then he looked at his father. “I have not changed my opinion on your choices, but I honour your willingness to give all to protect others. But ultimately, it is my feeling that we are indeed at a crux and that whatever forces have been gathering out there in the universe have picked Midkemia as their battleground. I believe that the final conflict is underway.” He sat between them and added, “I too must serve in the best fashion I know how.”
  


  
    Pug reached out and touched his son’s shoulder. “We are free to disagree, but I will never turn my back on you, Magnus.”
  


  
    Son studied father for a moment, weighing if that was a reproof of his behaviour the night before, or if it was reassurance. He chose to accept the second meaning. “I know, Father.”
  


  
    At that moment Nakor hurried in. “Oh, good, you’re all here. Come, I have something to show you. You must see this.”
  


  
    Without waiting to see if they were following, he hurried out of the room and almost lost them when he entered a busy plaza. Reaching a large building Pug had never seen before, he went inside. They followed him in.
  


  
    Shelves from floor to ceiling lined the wall and scroll cases were piled in racks across the floor. “It’s a library!” said Nakor with delight. “These Pantathians have a library.”
  


  
    “Is there anything in there—” began Magnus.
  


  
    “About the Sven-ga’ri?” finished Nakor. “No, not directly, but there were clues in their oldest records. These people have been here a long time. A very long time. I think for many years they were like those Quor, up in the north: primitives, but as they became more civilized, more self-sufficient, they still had this one prime mandate, to care for those… whatever the Sven-ga’ri are.”
  


  
    Having less patience than the others, Miranda said, “What have you found, you annoying little man? You wouldn’t bring us here if you didn’t have something to show off!”
  


  
    Nakor smiled and cocked his head. “True.” He picked up a scroll and said, “Look.”
  


  
    Pug glanced at it and said, “I’ve never seen this language before, Nakor.”
  


  
    “Neither have I,” answered the little gambler, “but you can read any language if you know the trick.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “That’s a trick I would like to learn.”
  


  
    “I’ll teach you sometime,” he said.
  


  
    “What is in there?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “It’s just a clue, but it’s a really big clue.” Nakor sat down on the floor and the others took that as a cue that he was about to launch into a long discussion. “We assumed the Dragon Lords created or found those things on the roof of that building because they ordered the Sun Elves to protect the Quor who are protecting the Sven-ga’ri, right?”
  


  
    Pug nodded.
  


  
    “This,” Nakor pointed to the scroll, “says, ‘and then where found, they remain, by order of those…’ I think it means gods-brothers/sisters, or something about Alma-Lodaka and her relatives. Dragon Lords. Don’t you see? It’s something they found.”
  


  
    “The Sven-ga’ri pre-date the Dragon Lords?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Or are at least contemporaneous with them,” said Nakor. He looked very pleased with himself. “They’ve been around a very long time, back to before the Chaos War, I think.” He waved his hand in an arc over his head. “Dragon Lords, the gods, the golden bridges, all of that was happening while those singing lumps of light were over there.” He grinned. “Wonderful, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “Nice to know,” said Miranda, “but where does it get us?”
  


  
    “It makes me think the Dragon Lords didn’t put guards around the Sven-ga’ri to protect them, but to keep others from accessing them. I think the Quor and these Pantathians have been around them so long they don’t even remember why they were put there. The Sun Elves certainly forgot what they were doing there. And the Star Elves don’t even remember them, nor do any of the spellweavers in Elvandar. I don’t know about the moredhel.” He shrugged. “I could go ask Arkan, I suppose, but I doubt he knows.”
  


  
    “Arkan?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Oh, didn’t I mention?” said Miranda. “A moredhel chieftain is staying on the Island.”
  


  
    “You did forget to mention that,” said Pug. “And who is keeping an eye on him while you’re here?”
  


  
    “Calis.”
  


  
    “That could prove amusing,” said Magnus.
  


  
    Pug stood up and said, “All very interesting, Nakor, but I’m not sure how it’s going to serve us.”
  


  
    “Maybe we should just be more cautious,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Pug nodded and glanced at Magnus. “You’re the best with protective spells.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “I won’t argue.”
  


  
    Miranda laughed. “It’s good…” She let the thought go unfinished. It was a life that was not her own.
  


  
    The portal room was supposed to be unoccupied, by order of the Lord Regent, but two figures approached in the dead of night. Tanderae, Loremaster of the Clan of the Seven Stars moved quietly and quickly along the shadows of the wall. One step behind him was a guard captain of the Sentinels, Egun by name. Tanderae had asked him to accompany him this night because he was certain he was above reproach in his loyalty to the Clan of the Seven Stars and not subject to the politics of the Regent’s Meet.
  


  
    He needed a witness to bear out what he had been uncovering for a year, and it had to be someone unimpeachable. The two brothers, the conjurer Laromendis and the Demon Master Gulamendis, both understood what was taking place, but they were considered questionable witnesses at best: Laromendis was rumoured to have been a member of the Circle of Light, and had been outlawed by the Lord Regent decades before, while his brother trafficked with demons; so no more need be said.
  


  
    But the young captain of Sentinels was the soul of integrity and if he bore witness to what Tanderae suspected was taking place tonight, the Loremaster would have the proof he needed to save his people from betrayal at the highest level.
  


  
    Weeks before, Tanderae, Gulamendis, and his human colleague Amirantha, had been summoned to this very building because of an attempt by the demon host, as they thought, to locate them. Instead they had seen something far more terrifying than a Demon King, for a Dreadlord had hovered briefly on the other side of the portal.
  


  
    Since that night the Lord Regent had ordered the building emptied and the power to the portals deactivated, but several times Tanderae had seen figures entering and leaving late at night when most of the residents of E’bar were asleep.
  


  
    A few nights earlier, Tanderae had discovered that one of the figures he had seen was the Lord Regent himself. He had followed him into the building unobserved and what he witnessed had frightened him in a way he could never have imagined before, not even having fought demons across the stars.
  


  
    Now, on stealthy feet, they entered the main hall and moved to the entrance to the main portal chamber. At the far end they saw the Lord Regent place a crystal in the base of the portal and watched as energy gathered between the pillars to form an opalescent surface. The energy swirled and then resolved into a black form of woeful countenance, a thing man-like in shape, but without discernible features. Around its head burned a crown of flames, yet they appeared to give off no light. Eyes like red-hot coals gazed out at the now-prone form of the Lord Regent.
  


  
    Words were exchanged in a language neither Tanderae or the Sentinel captain could understand, but the very sound of them caused the flesh on his neck and arms to gather prickle, as if a frigid cold swept through the hall.
  


  
    After some time the vision in the portal vanished. Tanderae and Egun stepped back quickly, and hurried to the entrance. “Do you understand what you just witnessed?” asked the Loremaster.
  


  
    “I am not sure,” said the captain. “What manner of being was that, and why would any Lord Regent prostrate himself before any but our true king?”
  


  
    Upon rejecting the Queen of Elvandar as not being the true ruler of the Star Elves, the taredhel had decreed that the Lord Regent was the supreme authority in E’bar. The captain was confused and his expression revealed it.
  


  
    “What you witnessed was something from the Forbidden!” hissed Tanderae.
  


  
    The Forbidden was lore that pre-dated the flight of the Star Elves from Midkemia to their home among the stars, ages before. Only a few high ranking members of the Regent’s Meet, such as the Loremaster and the captain, even knew that the Forbidden existed. Fewer still knew what the hidden lore was.
  


  
    “You speak of treason,” hissed the captain as they hastened away from the building.
  


  
    “It is the Regent is commits treason. As you say, to whom would he kneel and place his forehead on the stone, as if to worship? That thing within the portal is an enemy more vicious than the Demon Legion. It is a living hate from ancient times.”
  


  
    “How do we proceed if what you say is true?”
  


  
    “We must find another who can be trusted.” Tanderae declared. “Laromendis and Gulamendis both know the truth, but their word would be given scant weight in testimony.”
  


  
    “Even if another could be found, who would try the Lord Regent? The Meet is chosen by his hand. You stand alone, because of your guild’s history, and you would be a voice alone, as would I.”
  


  
    “Who among the Sentinels can you trust?”
  


  
    “Now you speak of civil war?”
  


  
    “I speak of saving the race,” said the Loremaster.
  


  
    “There is another way, but I fear it will bear consequences as dire as any other.”
  


  
    “What is that?”
  


  
    “Call to Tomas of Elvandar. Have him return and then show him what is in the portal.”
  


  
    Tanderae was silent, standing in the darkness, and after a moment he said, “That is another part of the Forbidden.”
  


  
    “But it stands before us in the flesh, and who can deny him? He is an Ancient One and if he says that what we saw is also of the Forbidden, no voice would be raised to defend the Lord Regent. He would be judged guilty by all.”
  


  
    “I will think about it,” said Tanderae. “I will send the brothers abroad, so they may make their way to Elvandar. They will not be missed. I thank you for your wisdom, Egun.”
  


  
    “I will speak carefully with a few I trust, so if it comes to a confrontation we will not stand alone, but this must wait until you have summoned the Valheru.” The captain turned and vanished into the night.
  


  
    Tanderae had a high opinion of Tomas. He had arrived for his first visit on the back of a golden dragon, but his demeanour had been deferential and respectful of the life the taredhel had found for themselves. He had bid them to visit Elvandar at their pleasure and made no claims of sovereignty, merely welcoming them home as lost kin. But he was Valheru, and all that meant in the fibre of any elf’s being. He was one of their ancient enslavers, the pillagers of their labours and despoilers of their very bodies when the mood suited them. They were evil in every way imagined; yet Tomas was not like that.
  


  
    Battling within himself, Tanderae hurried off on his own errand, to find the two brother elves and send them off to seek help in saving E’bar and all who lived there.
  


  
    Hal stood silently, looking out over the ocean as the sun set. It had been decided he’d avail himself of Ruffio’s means to travel to Rillanon, getting him there a day before the King’s ship arrived. Tradition had the King lie in state three days before being sealed up in the vault of his ancestors, and then the Congress of Lords would meet, and the serious business of choosing a new king would be underway.
  


  
    Ty had agreed to travel with him, and he was glad, for despite his sudden immersion in all things politic at the ungentle hands of Jim Dasher Jamison, Ty was well practised in the ins and outs of court life and would be a valuable ally.
  


  
    A soft sound from behind caused him to turn. Stephané had somehow stolen her way into his quarters and now stood regarding him with accusing eyes. “You haven’t come to see me,” she said as if it were a crime of the highest order.
  


  
    “I’ve been very busy,” he said, and realized there were few worse things he could have said. He tried to clarify his statement. “I mean, I wanted to see you, but with the Congress of Lords gathering in Rillanon to chose a new king, I have much to learn and…” He saw the amendment was getting him nowhere.
  


  
    “You should stay here.” It wasn’t a question or request, but a statement.
  


  
    “I want to,” he said softly, “or at least I want to be where you are.”
  


  
    She took a step and suddenly was in his arms, squeezing him tightly. “Mother told me about your ‘chat,’ and that she liked you very much as a result. Father saw how brave you were protecting everyone in the great hall. You are a duke, even if your duchy is full of Keshians, and my father would find you a place in court, I know it. Please, stay.”
  


  
    His heart broke. “I can’t. I am related by blood to the crown of the Isles. It is my duty to go and elect the new king.”
  


  
    “Will I ever see you again?”
  


  
    He stepped back slightly, took her chin in his hand and said, “That, Highness, is a certainty.” He kissed her and without another word she turned and fled, tears running down her face.
  


  
    Hal stood still for a long time, the pain in his soul as deep and sharp as when he had learned of his father’s death. At last, he crossed to a door and opened it, finding a servant waiting on the other side. “Send for Lord Tyrone and the magician Ruffio,” he ordered. “It’s time to leave.”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-One •


  


  Destruction


  
    

  


  
    Pug probed.
  


  
    “Be careful,” Miranda said for the umpteenth time.
  


  
    “Yes, yes,” he said, annoyed and amused. With the knowledge that the Sven-ga’ri pre-dated the Valheru, they approached the problem of unlocking the matrix anew.
  


  
    Nakor’s thoughts came to them in the matrix. It occurs to me that all those signatures of race that we found— demon, Valheru, elf— may be locks or guards enabling the matrix to tell the difference between friend and foe.
  


  
    To Pug this felt like stating the obvious. Guards abound. They have a city of beings committed to guarding them on all sides. Why yet more locks?
  


  
    Perhaps to keep the Pantathians out? answered Magnus.
  


  
    Perhaps… echoed Pug.
  


  
    They continued to study the matrix.
  


  
    Krondor was in uproar when Martin and Brendan conDoin rode through the northern gate. They had been unable to find a ship heading south because the Duke of Yabon was sending every scrap of arms and armour back home, along with his army, to Ylith. So they rode until they were ready to sleep in the saddle and came to a city almost returned to normal.
  


  
    Martin presented his orders to the gate captain who waved him through and they made straight for the palace. There they gave their mounts to the stable lackeys and hurried to the reception area. A frantic-looking guard captain read their orders then said, “Well, you’re too late. The Prince left days ago.”
  


  
    “Left?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “Haven’t you heard? The King is dead. The Congress meets in a day to elect a new king. Of course the Prince of Krondor has to be there.”
  


  
    Holding his orders as if they were so much scrap, Martin said, “What am I to do with this?”
  


  
    “Hold on to it, I suggest,” offered the captain. “Find an inn: there should be plenty of rooms now that the Western Armies are marching home, and wait until someone comes for you.”
  


  
    “What of the Duke?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “Duke of Krondor? He’s with the Prince. As is Lord Sutherland, the Duke of Yabon, the Earl of LaMut, the Baron of Land’s End, and every other titled noble in the west. You’re a duke’s son and brother: for all I know you may be the highest ranking noble left. We’ve got a squire or two hanging around, but if there’s a real nobleman this side of Malac’s Cross, I’ll be surprised.”
  


  
    Martin bade him thanks and turned away. Outside, they returned to the stables and saw their horses were about to be untacked. They waved away the lackeys and mounted up again. “We’ll give the horses a feedbag and water when we find an inn,” said Brendan.
  


  
    One of the lackeys said, “Try the Swan and Rook, down the road a bit on the right. Very nice place, I’ve been told.”
  


  
    They thanked him and rode on. “So what do we do now?” Brendan asked.
  


  
    “Find an inn. Care for the horses. Eat our first decent meal in a week, and drink a lot of ale or wine or whatever the Armies of the West haven’t consumed, and wait.”
  


  
    “What are we waiting for?”
  


  
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” said Martin.
  


  
    Hal, Ty, Jim and Ruffio appeared in the courtyard of Jim’s private apartment in Rillanon. A moment later Jim said, “Something’s wrong.”
  


  
    “How do you know?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “I know this city like the beat of my heart, as well as I know Krondor, and there’s something very wrong. Come along.”
  


  
    He moved into the main hall and found a palace page sleeping on the floor beside the door. With a gentle nudge of his toe, Jim awoke the boy. “What’s going on?”
  


  
    “Your grandfather, sir, the Duke.” The boy tried not to yawn and failed. “Sorry.”
  


  
    “That’s all right, boy,” said Jim. “Now, what about my grandfather?”
  


  
    “He said if you arrived here before the palace to come straight away. He doesn’t care if you’re covered in three days of road dirt, just come.”
  


  
    Jim nodded and said, “We’ll be along straight away.”
  


  
    “My lord,” said the boy. “There’s been a carriage outside since dawn and all night and dawn again, and I’m to tell you…” he cleared his voice, “‘to get your arse into the coach and stop mucking about.’ That was what the Duke told me to say, sir. Not my idea.”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “All right. Let’s go,” he motioned to the others, and they followed the boy outside.
  


  
    The carriage that waited bore the ducal crest of Rillanon and the boy woke up the sleeping driver. From the mess beneath the team of horses it was clear they had been made to stand in traces for a full day, the driver and footman no doubt feeding and watering them where they stood.
  


  
    As he climbed into the carriage, Jim said, “We’ll need a good rain to wash that lot.”
  


  
    Once inside, Hal said, “What could be so urgent that it can’t wait another day? The King’s funeral isn’t until tomorrow and the Congress doesn’t meet for four days.”
  


  
    They rounded a circular roadway, then climbed a hillside towards the palace. It took them close to the city’s outer wall and Ty said, “I think I see why your grandfather wanted you here straight away.”
  


  
    Just beyond the wall, hundreds of tents had been pitched and the smoke from campfires filled the afternoon sky. Sentries had been placed in picket lines across the length of the encampment, facing the wall, and dark blue banners flew from tall standards.
  


  
    Jim sat back, looking as if he’d just eaten something very unpleasant. “The Army of Maladon and Simrick. It looks like Prince Oliver arrived early and he’s decided he won’t take no for an answer.”
  


  
    They rode the rest of the way to the palace in silence.
  


  
    Pug pushed forward as gently as he could, his mind probing deeper into what he had come to think of as the “red lock” that held together the matrix.
  


  
    Magnus, Miranda, and Nakor all in their own way added their magical ability to his own. But rather than any sort of brute force, they were attempting to prevent the triggering of a trap, setting off an alarm or otherwise doing damage to the structure.
  


  
    Pug was attempting to “draw” a map in his and their minds as they went. Nakor had observed some time earlier that the matrix was something like a maze, but in three dimensions. “Even that’s an illusion,” he had observed. “We are dealing with state of energy, the very fabric of reality.”
  


  
    They continued their exploration.
  


  
    The heavens exploded as Rider urged her mount down the Celestial Highway, oblivious to the splendour on all sides. Making the translation from the Bliss to the mortal realms took the fabrication of time, and for a while her thoughts were still tethered to the Bliss. As she sped farther from the Presence of the Source, she felt an identity emerging and her perceptions gathered inward, coalescing into a sense of self. At the end of the transition, the necessary shift from cosmic awareness to a limited sentience defined by her own physical perceptions, her identity returned. She was Rider, and her mission was vital.
  


  
    Around her, star fields collided, releasing unimaginable furies of super-heated, illuminating heaven’s arc with colours to confound the human eye. Great engines of energy pulsed beams billions of miles into the night, and in clouds of gas vast beyond measure, stars were born.
  


  
    The vault of the sky was cluttered with the spinning orbs of universes birthing or dying. The procession of reality’s evolution unfolded as time was warped and events ages apart appeared to her simultaneously. She did not pause to consider the magnificence of her surroundings as she raced downward, into the Rainbow Vortex. She was not equipped to appreciate the splendour, for she had no basis for comparison.
  


  
    She had ridden this way countless times, yet could not remember a single previous mission. Previous memories did not return when Rider was dispatched as Heaven’s harbinger, and it was as if she were born anew. She did not question the why of it; she was content to know that when she had finished her task, she would once more return to the Presence and enter the Bliss.
  


  
    A clattering of hooves told her she was no longer a thing of mind and sprit, but now a physical thing, and her mount was upon the Crystal Highway. The Crystal Highway appeared at the boundary of the realm of creation defined by thought, limitless in scope, and composed entirely of energy. Behind it lay perfect spiritual happiness, the state of oneness with all; beyond lay a transition from perfect harmony with the Source to becoming mortal once more.
  


  
    She pressed on.
  


  
    Hal entered the chamber with Jim, Ruffio and Ty, and found Lord Jamison waiting. “We have a bit of a situation,” said the old man as the four found seats around a small table.
  


  
    Jim said, “If you mean the total armies of Maladon and Simrick sitting outside the city walls, yes, indeed we do.”
  


  
    “No foreign army has set foot on this island in five hundred years,” said the Duke, smacking his hand down hard on the table.
  


  
    Jim said, “Well, as Oliver is King Gregory’s nephew, and those are his armies to command…”
  


  
    “When did you become a litigator?” asked his grandfather.
  


  
    Jim shrugged.
  


  
    “Do you think Oliver will move against the Congress if the vote goes against him?” asked Hal.
  


  
    James sat back, looking every bit his seventy-plus years. “I don’t know. No noble has raised an army against the Crown since Jon the Pretender, to the everlasting infamy of his name. This may be no more than a reminder that Oliver has powerful allies to the east. The Queen of Roldem is his aunt from Maladon, and that counts for a lot.” James nodded. “If he marries that girl from Roldem, that would give him a solid standing throughout the region.”
  


  
    “But he’s not Kingdom-born,” said Jim, noticing the distress on Hal’s face at the mention of anyone marrying Stephané.
  


  
    “That’s always been the counter-argument,” said James.
  


  
    There was a knock on the door and the Duke shouted, “Come in!”
  


  
    Servants arrived with wine and food, and quickly prepared the table. “Thought you might be hungry,” he said after the servants left.
  


  
    Jim poured wine and handed out the goblets. Another knock came and again the Duke bellowed for whoever was outside to come in. A messenger entered and handed him a parchment bearing a seal. Looking at Jim, the Duke said, “You’re not the only one with eyes out there.” His grin vanished as he read. “Damn it to the seven hells!”
  


  
    “What is it?” asked Jim.
  


  
    “That damned fool Chadwick of Ran. He’s landed his army to the south of the city.” He read on. “And he’s brought friends. Salador and Bas-Tyra are with him.”
  


  
    Jim sat back. “Are these fools starting a civil war before we’ve even buried the last king?”
  


  
    Duke James shook his head in frustration and said, “Give me that damn wine!”
  


  
    Now Rider was fully-fleshed. Her form was human, but her face lacked the tiny imperfections of humanity, the creases and lines, spots and dimples. She had skin too smooth to be mortal, and her brown eyes, flecked with moats of ruby, were able to peer through realities. Her body was lithe and agile, as strong as tempered steel and as hard as diamond. Hair golden one moment, silver the next, flowed from under a black cap that was set at a rakish angle. From a shimmering brooch pin of alien make and unknown metal a long, flaming feather trailed, a rare phoenix plume. Only the powerful harmony of her magic kept it from vanishing into ash or setting her hair alight.
  


  
    She rode a creature out of fable, a mare of golden hue, with hide that shimmered like metal and a mane and tail of copper sparkling with flashes of pure white light. Her breath was steam as she pounded across uncountable miles down through the Vortex into the Entropy Funnel, her hooves striking sparks on the perfect surface of the roadway. She was one of the most powerful of her kind, the Matriarch of the Heavenly Herd, the star-spanning mounts of angels. That she had been given the task of carrying the rider demonstrated the importance of this journey.
  


  
    Rider focused on her mission: to reach the mortal realm and give orders to the awaiting host. It was time to assault an enemy seeking a foothold on a poor, sad little world. A strange place, it was a world of coincidence and destiny, a battleground in an ages-old struggle that was far greater than even the wisest among humanity could imagine, beyond even the understanding of the beings they called gods. All of reality as they knew it stood in peril and this one, tiny world, normally insignificant in the vast scheme of the universe, was where the struggle would soon commence. If this world fell, so would fall all of that sector of reality, and eventually all reality, even unto this realm.
  


  
    As Rider raced along, primal matter leapt from orb to orb, massive surges of power to destroy star systems, causing the Golden Moons to thrum and vibrate, their pitch changing in a cacophony of sounds that were the highest music imaginable. Legends were told of lesser beings who had somehow found their way to the Sphere of the Golden Moons and died of thirst or starvation as they sat transfixed by a music so profound it immobilized the listener. It was the sound of everything.
  


  
    Down through the higher realms she rode, feeling the falling energy states around her, as the abundance of creation, the immeasurable wealth of heaven’s bounty cascaded down with her as she descended into the mortal realms. Vision became paramount as other senses faded, music and sound had to be heard rather than known, and the feel of her mount between her legs became a sensation that began to fatigue her. Separating from the Presence was painful at the end.
  


  
    At the boundary of the Sphere and the Realm of Emergence, the road changed again, become the yellow-white road known as the Star Walk, the Gateway Path, or the Hall of Worlds. Time shifted as she entered the edge of the mortal realms, and she sensed its passing. Here was the boundary of reality as mortals knew it, where new matter entered their space and time. It was speculated about by many races, but none had come here, understood and returned to spread the word. The boundaries of mortal exploration were still vast distances down the Hall, lifetimes of exploration away.
  


  
    At the edge of the Hall, near the boundary between the Sphere and the Hall, waited the Host. Immobile, they stood arrayed in battle rank, thousands of agents of Heaven, waiting for their orders. Ageless and patient beyond mortal comprehension, they were as alike as perfect statutes. Yes she knew them all, each and every one, for it was one of those things carried over from her time being in the Presence, being one with the Source. Before the arrayed ranks of the Host waited one alone, and she reined in her mount before him.
  


  
    “Riakel,” she said in greeting.
  


  
    “Rider,” he said in return. He was majestic in appearance, the personification of a human’s vision of what an angel should look like: tall, broad of shoulder, features strong yet beautiful. Riakel’s hair flowed to his shoulders and was ebony in colour, yet his skin shone pale yellow in the Hall’s fey light. He wore a long flowing robe of white, and over it a battle harness. At his left hip was a massive sword in its scabbard, and she knew that once it was drawn it would burn with Heaven’s fire.
  


  
    Behind him stood silent rows of warrior angels, each displaying a slight difference in colour of skin, hair, eyes, yet all alike, ready to carry out their mission should the Celestial Rider fail in hers.
  


  
    Riakel’s black eyes fixed on her and he said nothing. There was no need for speech between them, for each had been sent on their missions with the full knowledge of what must be done.
  


  
    Yet she felt the need to speak. “How long?”
  


  
    He inclined his head slightly to one side, as if cracking his neck, a very human gesture she knew meant the question was pointless. “It is not known,” he answered. “The Source always provides us with the knowledge we need.”
  


  
    “But not until we need it,” she amended.
  


  
    “Soon. Too long the demons have had free reign in the mortal realm while we have been confined here.” With a gesture towards the countless angels standing motionlessly behind him, the Master of the First Host repeated, “Soon. Even now someone attempts to unlock the barrier, and should they succeed, we shall unleash Heaven’s wrath as has never been known in mortal history.”
  


  
    “I have your orders,” said Rider. “The demons and their minions are to be obliterated, returned to the lower sphere. All except two. They have a role to play.”
  


  
    “How will I know them?”
  


  
    “You will know them.”
  


  
    The Master of the First Host nodded. “The balance must be restored.”
  


  
    “But in the time specified, and not before.”
  


  
    “You have another mission?”
  


  
    She nodded. Knowledge manifested in her mind. “Yes. I must be off.”
  


  
    Without another word, the Rider turned her mount and moved back down the Hall of Worlds, passing the first pair of doors into the mortal realm.
  


  
    She was now in what humans called the lowest heaven, a realm of wonderful, yet mortal beings. Most beings from the realms below would consider this realm ideal, for it combined the finest aspects of mortal experience with an apprehension of the wonders of the Higher Realms.
  


  
    Time began to weigh on her, for now time was perceived by her in the same way as it was by mortals. And time was short. The imbalances of the past needed to be corrected, and she was the last attempt by the Presence to correct that imbalance without there being utter destruction.
  


  
    If she failed, and if he to whom she carried warning failed, then the Host would cease to merely battle Hell’s minions; they would be fully unleashed to undertake a cleansing of the realm called the First Realm of Hell by those above it, and the First Realm of Heaven by those below it, and the Source would start anew.
  


  
    It had happened before. Yet the Source was love and mystery and offered hope.
  


  
    She sped past more doors as the she plunged deeper into the mortal realms, into more populated space. The road twisted and turned and hundreds of doors were left behind. She would ride past ten thousand more before nearing the one through which she must travel, to the world called Midkemia.
  


  
    A thrumming filled the air, harsh and discordant, jarring the senses like a physical blow. She reined in, for something was amiss. Suddenly Rider knew that the waiting host had not advanced far enough, did not know the waiting was not at the will of the Source! Something hobbled the mind here, limited perception, and robbed those from the higher realms of their usual strengths. As she pondered this realization, her mount reared up, stumbled, and fell back.
  


  
    Rider pitched over the mare’s haunches, striking the stones of the Hall with a force fit to break bones, but she was unhurt, for her body was still as hard as diamond. The oldest mare in the Heavenly Herd lay thrashing, and Rider turned to see her pain and hurried to inspect her injury.
  


  
    This should not happen. It was impossible. No power in the mortal realm could harm the Matriarch of the Heavenly Herd or Rider. Yet the proof was before her, as the mare shuddered, then closed her eyes. Despite not belonging to the mortal realm, the celestial mount was confined in form and function by the limits of this reality. She faded into golden smoke, speeding back up the hall toward The Source, where she would reform and once again take her place at the head of her herd.
  


  
    But Rider now stood afoot, and knew that something profoundly wrong had intercepted her. She turned, her eyes blazing with anger. Drawing her sword, she advanced toward the cause of her fall. And walked into something invisible.
  


  
    Pain shot through her body, her mind, and into her soul. This barrier was something so profoundly wrong that it tore at her. She fell back and felt the thrumming that came from the barrier grow more intense, rising up the scale to a pitch that hurt her now-mortal ears.
  


  
    Still, she was Rider, and an agent of the Source. Even in the mortal realms her powers were unmatched by any who abided her. And there was nothing of fear in her being. “Show yourself!” she demanded.
  


  
    Something rose up before her on the other side of the barrier, roughly man-shaped but immense. It towered over her as a tree did a child.
  


  
    Rider had lost her place in the Presence, was apart from the Source, but her knowledge was still considerable. Yet before her stood something unknown to her, something that was clearly powerful beyond compare in these mortal realms. “What are you?” she demanded.
  


  
    A tentacle reached out, passed effortlessly through the barrier and attempted to grapple with her. She swung down with her blade, which burned with Heaven’s fire, and struck a blow that severed the tentacles. It withdrew, the severed section smoking. Then it vanished in a bright flash. From the other side of the barrier came a hollow sound, a distant chuckle that echoed like wind down a canyon. “I am,” it said softly, yet the words were clear. “I am that which was before.” Again the chuckle. “I am that which was left behind.”
  


  
    Rider knew fear then. She turned to flee, and as she did, the thing shot through the barrier to sweep over her, swallowing her in a darkness that was the antithesis of all she had ever known. It was a void so profound that her last, fleeting thought was despair, for she knew she would never again know the Presence, nor approach the Source. This was her end.
  


  
    The black shape that had destroyed Rider vanished, leaving a chill wind to blow up the Hall. In time, the feathers of wings on the backs of a host of angels would rustle from that wind. And still they would wait, motionless and patient, though one or two among them might wonder when the call would come.
  


  
    Rider’s last conscious thought was hearing a loud click, as if tumblers in a lock were falling.
  


  
    Pug probed further and they all heard the “click” in their minds.
  


  
    What’s that? Miranda asked.
  


  
    Nakor said, A trap—
  


  
    Universes exploded.
  


  
    Birds took to the sky as they sensed a pulse of energy gathering in the heart of the city. A Pantathian farmer transporting his crops to market noticed a mile away from the city that a massive flock had launched itself skyward. He paused to wonder what could have caused it.
  


  
    Then his world ended.
  


  
    The explosion was like nothing before experienced on this world. It was the tearing of the fundamental matter of existence, and the release was so destructive that the entire Pantathian city ceased to exist in the blink of an eye.
  


  
    A blast of light was released, so bright that had any mortal eye looked at it, that creature would have been rendered blind at a distance of ten miles. A moment after the blast of light, a fireball was preceded by a wave of air moving at the speed of sound, so powerful that trees were knocked flat, animals were instantly killed by the impact, their bodies picked up and hurled for miles.
  


  
    Then came the heat. Whatever it washed over was instantly turned to cinder.
  


  
    On the mainland to the north, fishermen working the waters between the south coast of Kesh and the Isle of the Snake Men saw an unnatural flare in the south, climbing into the heavens as if someone had reached up to challenge the gods.
  


  
    Outward the flames sped, and after two miles the heat dissipated and trees and plants were merely scorched and not set alight. After five miles, animals survived the sudden rise in heat, but saw a monstrous column of flame, dust, smoke, and ash climb into the skies and spread out in a mushroom shape.
  


  
    From rabbits to eagles, elk to wolves, the animals on the island turned and galloped from the source of this calamity. All knew instinctively that nothing within that blast zone could live, and where once there had been a nation of gentle souls, now only death ruled.
  


  



  • Entr’acte •


  


  Awakenings


  
    

  


  
    Tomas sat up.
  


  
    In the early morning hours he felt something rip through the fabric of this world in a way he had not known since he first donned the white-and-gold armour of the Dragon Lord. He looked around and saw that his wife was now awake, looking at him with wide eyes.
  


  
    “Beloved,” she asked softly, “what is it?”
  


  
    He did not have any words for a moment, then at last he said, “It’s Pug… he’s gone.”
  


  
    She put her hand on his arm. “Gone?”
  


  
    “We have always had a bond and now it’s severed.” He sat motionless a few seconds, then said, “And there’s something else.”
  


  
    “What?” she asked as she saw his powerful back outlined in the faint moonlight coming in through the window of their quarters. He was moving to the chest in which he kept his armour. “Tomas?”
  


  
    He opened the chest and stared down at his legacy of Ashen-Shugar, the Valheru whose memories he shared. “I feel something.”
  


  
    “What?” she asked again.
  


  
    Looking at the armour, then at his wife, he said, “There is another.”
  


  
    Draken-Korin slumbered on his ebony throne, the last vestiges of his mortal body stripped away. He stirred and saw that all had been returned as he had ordered it. Every inch of the chamber had been cleaned by his loyal tiger-men, and the torches lit. He stood and instantly those who were in the chamber fell to the floor in abject obeisance, touching their foreheads to the stone.
  


  
    “I am hungry!” he roared. “Bring me food. I must gather my strength.” He tilted his head, as if listening. “There is another.”
  


  
    Tanderae could feel the shift in the energy field of the planet. Something huge had just taken place. Whatever it was, it must be catastrophic to be felt at such a distance.
  


  
    Then heaven tore open.
  


  
    The blast knocked him off his feet as a massive pillar of ruby light exploded through the roof of the portal building and a wash of heat rolled over him. If there had been anyone inside the building when that explosion took place they were surely dead.
  


  
    He got up on unsteady legs as the inhabitants of E’bar left their homes to come outside and stare at the monstrous light. Egun found the Loremaster and said, “What happened?”
  


  
    “An explosion from the portal building.”
  


  
    “Ancestors,” the captain of the Sentinels whispered. “I was looking to find you. The Lord Regent was in there.”
  


  
    “No longer,” said Tanderae. “Find who you can of the Meet and ask them to assemble. Questions will be asked and we have no answers. Find the galasmancers and have them look in the portal room if they can do so safely, for we must know what is taking place.”
  


  
    “What do you think this is?” asked the soldier.
  


  
    “I fear it is a beacon,” said the Loremaster.
  


  
    “A beacon?” The captain paused, then asked, “For what?”
  


  
    “What all beacons are for, Egun. To guide someone here.”
  


  
    “Who?”
  


  
    “That is what I fear to find out.”
  


  
    In the wilds of western Kesh sprawls a massive lake, the Dragon Erye. Home to a peaceful people of Isalani descent— fishermen, farmers and hunters— the region has remained unchanged for centuries. A ring of mountains, the Watchmen, surrounds this lake, save for a river coursing north to the sea. In spring when the ice thaws in the peaks and the snows melt, the river floods and farmers rejoice as the farmland along its banks is renewed.
  


  
    The mountains, the inaccessibility of the lake, the lack of riches have left this area neglected by conquerors, migratory invaders, bandits, or rogues. It may be the single most peaceful region on the entire world of Midkemia.
  


  
    A potato farmer named Li Shun pushes his small cart along the road at dawn, taking his harvest to market. Winter potatoes are in short supply this year and he anticipates good trading.
  


  
    Then comes the sound.
  


  
    He stops. Turning his back on his cart, he moves down the road and as he takes each step, he wills his body to change.
  


  
    High above the lake, in a meadow full of sheep, two brothers, Tai and Mak, sit near their campfire watching their flock. Their dog perks up his ears, listening. Then the two brothers stand, letting their crooks fall to the ground. They leave the whining dog behind as they move away from their camp, their bodies beginning to change with each step. Their forms flow and take on a much larger appearance.
  


  
    In a nest high above the meadow, a dragon matriarch lies curled around a clutch of eggs. As is the nature of her kind, she will watch over them until they hatch. She is growing hungry, for she has not eaten in a month, but she has gorged herself on enough food to last for another month until the three eggs stir and then she will hunt on behalf of her hatchlings.
  


  
    Then she hears the sound. She rises up and spreads her wings, throws back her head and lends her voice to that sound, amplifying and repeating it.
  


  
    Around the world, dragons let go the illusion of human form, as hunters in the mountains throw aside their bows, a fisherman at sea lets his small boat sink as he becomes too massive for it to support him; a guard on a caravan leaves camp in the middle of the night and goes into the darkness never to be seen again by his companions.
  


  
    Around the world dragon voices pick up the sound and repeat it, lending their power to the note.
  


  
    The time has come.
  


  
    It is the song they have not heard in the memory of the oldest living dragon on in the world, but instinctively they know it.
  


  
    In the darkness of western Novindus a massive black dragon launches itself into the starry night, the powerful snap of its wings cracking like thunder as it circles and climbs, seeking out a call so ancient it needs no words to know it.
  


  
    In the noonday sun of Rillanon, on the highest southern peaks of that island, a massive white dragon cries out with emotions so profound it has no name for them; and it leaps into the sky, a massive cloud against the blue to a hunter who happens to look up.
  


  
    Around the world the call repeats, and dragons in hiding among humans answer, and within minutes, it is echoed and answered and repeated. From distant mountains, and deep caverns, isolated beaches and lonely valleys, dragons rise.
  


  
    In a vast cavern below an abandoned city, the greatest dragon of all lifts her head and listens. Around her robed figures wait, for this is the time of the nexus, the cusp of all things and now comes days of uncertainty.
  


  
    Slowly she lowers her bejewelled head and closes her eyes, and her companions turn to guard the now slumbering Oracle of Aal, for she has come to the end of the future. This is when time itself will change, and even the most powerful seer in the history of the universe cannot see what tomorrow will bring.
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  • Chapter One •


  


  Shattered


  
    

  


  
    Chaos erupted.
  


  
    A light so brilliant it was painful bathed Pug as he instinctively threw all his magic into the protective shell Magnus had erected around them just a moment before. Only Magnus’s anticipation of the trap had prevented them all from being instantly vaporized. Energy so intense it could hardly be comprehended now destroyed everything at hand, reducing even the most iron-hard granite to its fundamental particles, dispersing them into the fiery vortex forming around them.
  


  
    The light pierced Pug’s tightly shut eyelids, rendering his vision an angry red-orange, with afterimages of green-blue. His instinct was to shield his face, but he knew the gesture would be useless. He willed himself to keep his hands moving in the pattern necessary to support Magnus’s efforts. Only magic protected them from conditions no mortal could withstand for even the barest tick of time. The very stuff of the universe was being distorted on all sides.
  


  
    They were in what appeared to be the heart of a sun. In his studies, Pug knew this to be the fifth state of matter, beyond earth, air, water, and fire, called different names by various magicians: among them, flux, plasma, and excited fire. Energy so powerful that it tore the very essentials of all matter down to their very atoms and recombined them, repeating the process until at some point the plasma fell below a threshold of destruction and creation and was able finally to cease its fury.
  


  
    Years of perfecting his art had gifted him with myriad skills, some talents deployed reflexively without conscious effort. The magic tools he used to assess and evaluate were overloaded with sensations he had never experienced in his very long lifetime. Obviously, whoever had constructed this trap had hoped it would be beyond his ability to withstand. He suspected it was the work of several artisans of magic.
  


  
    In his mind, Pug heard Miranda asking, Is everyone safe?
  


  
    Nakor’s voice spoke aloud: “There’s air. We can talk. Magnus, Pug, don’t look. It will blind you. Miranda, we can look.”
  


  
    “Describe what you see,” Magnus said to the two demons in human form.
  


  
    Miranda said, “It’s an inferno hotter than anything witnessed in the demon realm. It has destroyed a hundred feet of rock and soil below us and we are afloat in a bubble of energy. Farther out from where we stand, it’s turning sand to glass. A wall of super-heated air is expanding outward at incredible speed, and whatever it touches is incinerated in moments. As far as my eye can discern, all is flame, smoke, and ash.”
  


  
    Less than a minute ago, the four of them had been examining a matrix of magic, which was obviously a lock, but had turned out to be a trap.
  


  
    Ancient beings of energy, the Sven-ga’ri, had been protected in a quiet glade atop a massive building built by a peaceful tribe of the Pantathians, a race of serpent-men created by the ancient Dragon Lord, Alma-Lodaka. Unlike their more violent brethren, these beings had been gentle, scholarly, and very much like humans.
  


  
    Now that peaceful race had been obliterated. It didn’t matter to Pug that they had been created by the mad vanity of a long-dead Dragon Lord as pets and servants: they had evolved into something much finer and he knew he would mourn their loss.
  


  
    “It’s fading,” said Nakor. “Don’t look.”
  


  
    Pug kept his eyes closed, focusing on his son’s protective shell. “You anticipated—”
  


  
    Magnus finished his sentence for him: “—the trap. It was just one of those moments, Father. The hair on my neck and arms started to tingle, and before I knew it the protective spell was cast. I had created a word-trigger, a power word. I just had no idea the trap would be so massive. Without your help and Moth— Miranda’s…” He let the thought go unfinished.
  


  
    Pug and Miranda both chose to ignore his slip. She wasn’t his mother. She was a demon named Child who was in possession of all his mother’s memories, but Child seemed completely contained within Miranda. It was easy to forget she wasn’t Miranda; the experience was unnerving for all of them.
  


  
    Only Belog the demon, now to outward appearances Nakor, seemed untroubled by his situation, and that was wholly in keeping with who Nakor had been in life: a man of unlimited curiosity and a delight in all mysteries. His voice held a note of awe. “This was an unspeakably brilliant trap, Pug.”
  


  
    Keeping his eyes tightly shut, Pug said, “I tend to agree. What’s your thinking?”
  


  
    “Whoever fashioned this understood it could be investigated only by a very limited number of people,” said Nakor. “First they would have to get past the Pantathians, either by winning their confidence or by brute force. If they reached the matrix, few magic-using demons or lesser magicians, or even very well schooled priests, could have begun to understand the complexities of this lock, or trap, or however you think of it.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “Only Pug.”
  


  
    Pug was silent for a moment, then said, “No. It was Magnus. I sensed the lock, but only assumed there was a trap involved. By the time I returned from the Academy, he had already easily won past barriers that would have proved a challenge to me.”
  


  
    Magnus began, “I’m not certain—”
  


  
    Miranda cut him off. “That was no hollow praise. I have all your mother’s memories and skills, Magnus, but you… you are the best of both of us, I mean both your mother and father.”
  


  
    Nakor chuckled. “You’ve long denied it, boy, but in the end, you are beyond us. All you need is a little more experience and age.”
  


  
    “I find it incongruous to be laughing in the midst of all this chaos,” said Magnus.
  


  
    Suddenly there was an explosion of sound, as if they were being slammed by a hurricane of wind. “Don’t look,” reminded Nakor.
  


  
    “What was that?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “I think that was air returning.” After a moment, Nakor added, “The explosion… I don’t know if I can describe what I’m seeing, Pug. Miranda?”
  


  
    After a pause she said, “It was more than just light and heat. I felt… shifts, changes… displacement. I’ve never encountered its like. I’m not certain if it’s even what we would call magic.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “It’s not a trick, or at least not one I can imagine. Everything changed.”
  


  
    “How?” Pug asked.
  


  
    “You can open your eyes now, but slowly.”
  


  
    Pug did so and at first his eyes watered and everything was blurred. A strange vibration, high-pitched and fast, almost a buzzing, could be felt through the soles of his sandals. He blinked away tears and found himself semi-crouched within the energy bubble his son had erected an instant before the explosion.
  


  
    Beyond the shell everything was white to the point of there being no horizon, no sky above or ground below, nor sea beyond a shore. As his eyes adapted to the brilliance he could see faint hints of variation, and after another moment faint shifts in the whiteness, as if colours were present beyond the boundary of the bubble.
  


  
    They floated above the bottom of a crater thirty or forty feet below them. The only remnants of earth and rock were beneath their feet, encased in Magnus’s sphere.
  


  
    “Are you holding us up, son?”
  


  
    “The spell is, and we’d better be ready for a rude landing when it releases. I can’t keep this sphere intact and move it.”
  


  
    “Maybe I can help,” said Miranda. She closed her eyes and the sphere slowly settled to the bottom of the crater.
  


  
    Everything was still confounding to the senses as energies continued to cascade around them, every visible spectrum shifting madly outside the bubble. Pug pushed Magnus’s protective sphere gently and it expanded enough that they could all stand easily. After a few more minutes passed, details in the crater wall became recognizable. Slowly, the blinding light faded and varying hues of ivory, palest gold, a hint of blue emerged. At last the brilliance disappeared.
  


  
    They blinked as their eyes adjusted to natural daylight, which was dark in comparison to what they had just endured.
  


  
    Pug looked around. They were perhaps fifty feet below the surface, surrounded by what appeared to be glass.
  


  
    “What happened?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “Someone tried to kill us,” answered Nakor, without his usually cheerful tone. “We need to get out of this hole and look around.”
  


  
    “Is it safe by now?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Be ready to protect yourself and we’ll find out,” said Nakor. “I think it’s going to be very hot for you two.”
  


  
    Magnus studied the little man for a moment, nodded once, and glanced at his father. Pug tilted his head slightly, indicating that he understood the warning and both men encased themselves in protective spells without a word exchanged.
  


  
    Magnus closed his eyes for a brief moment and the sphere around them vanished. Pug knelt and touched the glass beneath his feet. “Odd…”
  


  
    “What?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “The energy… I expected it to be more… I’m not sure.” He looked from his son to Miranda. “Both of you are more adept at sensing the nature of a given spell. Does this feel like just an explosion to you?”
  


  
    Miranda knelt next to Pug. “Feel like an explosion? We lived through it; it was massive and loud.” She touched the glass beneath them. “Oh, yes, I see what you mean.”
  


  
    Magnus did likewise. “This… the explosion was the by-product.”
  


  
    Nakor looked at the three kneeling magicians and said, “Please?”
  


  
    “The energy released was the result of a spell that wasn’t just some spell of massive destruction,” said Magnus, standing. “We need to go.”
  


  
    Pug waved his hands without comment. All four rose upward and floated towards the edge of the crater.
  


  
    Magnus said to Nakor, “As best I can tell, that spell did two things. Besides obliterating everything within a fairly large radius, it also moved us to… I’m not sure where we are, but it’s not where we were when the spell was triggered.”
  


  
    They reached the lip of the crater and Pug said, “You are right, Magnus. We are not where we were minutes ago.”
  


  
    “Where’s the sea?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    They looked to the south and where waves had lapped the shore just minutes before, only a long, sloping plain remained. To their rear there was a rising bluff and hills beyond that roughly resembled what they would have seen on the Isle of the Snake Men, but these hills were denuded of any plant life— no trees, no brush, not even a blade of grass could be seen.
  


  
    The devastation was complete: nothing moved save by force of the wind. There was sand everywhere: years past this land had turned to desert. They were at the edge of a vast, deep crater, and like the crater, the land around had been fused by the blast, its surface nothing but glass of coruscating colours, as smoke, ash, and dust swirled upward, admitting narrow shafts of sunlight. The wind was blowing the smoke northward, clearing it away quickly. On this world nothing burned, for there was nothing to burn, and the rocks and sand that had been turned molten were rapidly cooling.
  


  
    “I think we’re still in the same place,” said Nakor. “I mean, an analogous place, as when we travelled to Kosidri.” Pug, Magnus, and Nakor had discovered that on the other planes of reality the worlds were identical, or at least as much as the variant conditions of that reality permitted. So wherever they were was a world similar in geography to Midkemia. “But I think the energy state here is going to prove troublesome soon.”
  


  
    Pug nodded.
  


  
    Miranda said, “I feel a little odd.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “I remember how we adapted when we travelled to the Dasati realm, father.”
  


  
    “But this time it feels… different, obverse?” said Pug.
  


  
    “A higher state than either the demon realm or Midkemia,” agreed Miranda. “As if there’s too much air?”
  


  
    Nakor grimaced. “We could be overwhelmed by it if we do not tread cautiously.”
  


  
    Each fashioned a protective spell that returned a tiny bubble of protective energy around themselves, reducing the more intense energies in this world to a level their own bodies could accommodate.
  


  
    “If it’s a higher energy state,” said Magnus, “we did not go into a lower realm. But a higher one. Which means—”
  


  
    “We’re in the first realm of heaven?” suggested Miranda.
  


  
    Contemplating the desolate landscape, Nakor quipped, “It’s obviously overrated. There’s more to offer in the demon realm.”
  


  
    They were silent for a moment as they contemplated the barren world around them.
  


  
    Pug looked at his son and said quietly, “I neglected to say thank you. Had you not returned…”
  


  
    Magnus embraced him. “You’re my father. No matter how much I may disagree with… what we talked about… I will never leave you when you need me.”
  


  
    Father and son held each other for a moment, then separated, returning their attention to the moment. Glancing at Miranda, they saw she had tears on her cheeks. She reached up and wiped them away and in an angry tone they both knew well, said, “Damn these memories. I know they are not mine! I know it!” She crossed her arms across her chest. A bitter chuckle was followed by her observing, “Part of me remembers a time I’d have happily torn your heads from your shoulders and devoured your still-beating hearts.” Then she glanced up and in softer tones said, “And part of me feels that I’ve never loved anyone more than I’ve loved you two. Only Caleb was your equal.” This last came out a hoarse whisper.
  


  
    Magnus understood his father well enough to know Pug was fighting an impulse to reach out and embrace the form of his former wife, to comfort a person who wasn’t really there. Softly he said, “I can’t call you Mother.” He looked her in the eye. “But I never understood until now just how difficult this must be for you.” In what was an impulsive act for the usually stoic magician, he took a step, slipped his arms around the demon in human form and held her closely for a brief moment.
  


  
    When he stepped away, he saw more tears streaming down the face of the first person in life he had beheld. Powerful emotions tore through him, and he fought back the urge to say more. No matter how much he wished his mother back, alive and before him, it was nothing compared to what his father must feel. He put his hand on Pug’s shoulder and said, “We must make the best of a terribly confusing and awkward situation, and if we focus on what is before us, perhaps what is behind us will distance itself enough that we may develop new ways of seeing each other.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “That’s very nice, but have you noticed someone is coming towards us?”
  


  
    All looked in the direction Nakor indicated and saw the landscape was starting to resolve itself. Approaching them was a familiar figure clad in a black robe, wearing sandals bound upon his legs with whipcord, and using a staff as a walking stick. His hair was black, his posture youthful and his stride vigorous, as he had been in his prime.
  


  
    All four were momentarily stunned and finally Pug put voice to their incredulity. “Macros!”
  


  
    The figure held up his hand. “No, though I resemble him, no doubt.”
  


  
    Miranda and Nakor exchanged glances and the short gambler asked, “You have Macros’s memories?”
  


  
    “No,” said the figure.
  


  
    “Who are you?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “I have no name. You may think of me as a guide.”
  


  
    “Why do you look like my father?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    The guide shrugged slightly, in a perfect mimicry of Macros. “That is a mystery, for I am by nature formless in the mortal realm. I can only speculate, but my conclusion is that I appear to be who you expected me to be. I am sent by One whose Will is Action, but I needed to be in a form with which you could converse.”
  


  
    The four exchanged quick glances, then Nakor laughed. “It is true that for most of the last hundred or more years I’ve expected to see that rascal’s hand behind every turn and twist of our existence.”
  


  
    The others nodded slowly. Pug said, “Well, then, guide. What should we call you?”
  


  
    “Guide serves well enough,” he answered.
  


  
    “Where exactly are we?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “The world of Kolgen.” Guide pointed to the south. “Once a majestic ocean lapped these shores, now there is only blight and desolation.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Walk, for we have a long journey if you are ever to return home,” said the likeness of Macros.
  


  
    “Before we begin,” said Miranda, “can you explain how you resemble my father down to the tiniest detail?”
  


  
    Guide paused, and smiled exactly as the now-dead Black Sorcerer had in life. “Certainly,” he said with another pause, again exactly as Macros would have. “We exist in a realm of energy, we who serve the One. We are forever in the Bliss, part of the One until we are needed and we are then given form and substance, given an identity commensurate with our purpose; to ensure efficiency, all memories of previous service in that role are returned. So, currently, I think of myself as ‘I,’ a single entity, but that will dissipate when I rejoin the One in the Bliss.
  


  
    “I am only an abstraction of energy, a being of light and heat if you will, a thing of mind alone. Hence, the One gives me the ability to… suggest to your mortal minds any shape and quality suitable to sustain communications.”
  


  
    “But we are not mortal,” said Nakor, indicating Miranda and himself.
  


  
    “You are more mortal than you might guess,” returned Guide, “for it is of the mind I speak, and while your fundamental being is demonic, your minds are human, more so each day. Moreover, your demonic bodies are things of flux energy, imperfect imitations of beings of the higher plane.
  


  
    “And you are becoming that which you appear to me, with limits, of course. You would never mate with humans and produce offspring, nor would you be subject to their illnesses and injuries, and those who battle demon-kind can still destroy you, returning your essence to the Fifth Circle.” He lowered his voice and seemed to be attempting kindness. “Nor do you have a mortal soul. Those beings whose memories you possess have travelled on to the place where they have been judged and are now on their path to the next state of existence, or have returned to the Wheel of Life for another turn.
  


  
    “In short, you will never truly be Miranda and Nakor. But you’re as close as any being will ever get.”
  


  
    Turning, he began to walk away. “Please, we must travel far and while time here is not measured as it is in the mortal realm, it is still passing and the longer you are away from Midkemia, the more the One’s Adversary stands to gain.”
  


  
    Pug and the others fell in next to Guide and Pug said, “Then I believe you had best tell us in your own fashion what it is we need to know, but could you begin with why we are here?”
  


  
    “That’s the simple part,” said Guide. “You fell into a trap. The Adversary has been waiting a very long time to rid Midkemia of the four of you. To do it in one moment, that approaches genius.”
  


  
    “This Adversary you speak of,” said Nakor. “Who or what is it?”
  


  
    The guide paused. “It will be easier if we wait on questions until I finish explaining to you what has befallen you. You are vital to what transpires, but still just a tiny part of the whole. To leap to attempting the larger picture might confuse.
  


  
    “You are stranded in a reality that is not your own, and have no easy means of returning. You are, not to put too fine a point on it, marooned here.”
  


  
    He kept walking and as the four companions glanced at one another, they hurried to keep up with his brisk pace. Pug overtook him in three strides and said, “If we are marooned, where are we going?”
  


  
    “To find one who may facilitate your release from this place.”
  


  
    “But I thought you said this world was naught but blight and desolation?”
  


  
    In a perfect duplication of Macros’s smile, Guide said, “This is true, but that doesn’t mean it’s unoccupied.”
  


  
    Pug considered that for a moment, but decided that among the thousands of questions demanding answers, the meaning of that riddle was one he could wait for.
  


  
    

  


  
    They forged across the bed of a long-absent sea. As they trudged across the rough channels and gullies, Miranda asked, “Why are we walking?”
  


  
    Guide said, “You have a better alternative?”
  


  
    With an all-too-familiar smug smile, she glanced at Pug, then vanished.
  


  
    A hundred yards ahead they heard her scream.
  


  
    Scrambling as best they could across the broken, sun-baked sands of the dry sea bottom, they reached her quickly, finding her sitting up, a look of confusion on her face as she held her hands to her temples.
  


  
    “That which you call magic,” said Guide, “does not respond here as it would in your own world.”
  


  
    “But what of the protective spells we employed?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Did it not occur to you that it was surprisingly easy to create those protections against this world’s energy states?”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “Now that you mention it, it was easy.”
  


  
    Nakor chuckled as he and Pug helped Miranda to her feet. “Different energy states, my friends,” said the bandy-legged little man. “If you light a small pot of oil, you get a flame to read by. If you refine and distil that same oil and light it, you get a really big, hot flame.”
  


  
    “In time you should be able to learn to temper your arts to transport yourself from place to place,” said Guide. “But we do not have the time for you to learn. Rather, you do not have that time. So, we walk.” With that he began walking again.
  


  
    Pug asked Miranda, “Are you all right?”
  


  
    “Besides feeling supremely foolish, yes.” She glanced up and saw the concern in his eyes. “Sorry.”
  


  
    Pug felt conflicting urges to say different things at once, paused, then nodded.
  


  
    

  


  
    Time passed and they forged on. Guide provided illumination as they traversed the broken seabed. He created bridges as they crossed massive trenches in the former ocean’s floor, and seemingly kept them alive by some magic that rid them of need for food or water.
  


  
    But they did need to rest, even if only for short periods, while they regained strength rapidly in this high-energy-state universe.
  


  
    During one such rest, Pug asked, “Are we to know why you’re here?”
  


  
    Guide answered, “I am here as willed by One.”
  


  
    Pug couldn’t help but laugh. “When I was a Tsurani Great One on Kelewan, my every command was answered by ‘Your Will, Great One,’ ah… for some reason this strikes me as humorous.”
  


  
    A great wave of sadness swept over Pug as he remembered Kelewan. Since his actions had destroyed that world and countless lives on it, he had effectively walled off the profoundly deep sorrow and guilt associated with that terrible decision. Yet from time to time, usually when he was alone, it would return to haunt him.
  


  
    “How are you able to keep hunger and thirst at bay for us?” asked Nakor. “It’s a very good trick.”
  


  
    Guide shrugged. “The universe is aware, on many levels. My perceptions and knowledge are vastly different to your own. What I need to know, I know. What I do not know, I do not know.” He shrugged. “You are mortals, and in need of food and water, so I provide such…” He waved his hand as if the concept was alien to him and difficult to explain. “I just make it so, you are fed; you have drunk… what is needed.” Then he opened his eyes slightly and said, “Ah, curiosity!”
  


  
    “You have none?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “I am created for a purpose,” said Guide.
  


  
    Nakor laughed. “We all are.”
  


  
    “But my purpose is unique and short-lived. Once I start you on your way home, I will have completed my task and cease to exist in this form,” said Guide. “I will return to the One and rejoin the Bliss.”
  


  
    “Who sent you to find us?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “The One,” said Guide with a tone that suggested it was obvious.
  


  
    “Why here?” asked Nakor, fixing Guide with a narrow gaze. “Why not on Midkemia before we destroyed an entire city and the best part of a race?”
  


  
    Guide cocked his head for a second as if considering. “I do not know.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and said, “Rider.”
  


  
    “What rider?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “Rider. She was sent by the One to warn you.” He pointed at Pug. “But she was… prevented.” His face became a mask of confusion. He stood up. “Come. We must hurry. Time grows short.”
  


  
    “How much farther?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Why the sudden hurry?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “I can only know what I am to know.” Guide now looked completely confused. “Your questions will… be answered as it is… as the One…” Frustration overcame him and he almost shouted, “I do not know why these things are so! I am only a means of…” He continued in an almost alien voice, “I am only a means of expression, an interpreter if you will, of a higher mind which must carefully choose how to touch you without harm. Your lack of belief in the form your minds chose… it is wearing on me. Come, I will take you to someone who may be better able to answer these and other questions.”
  


  
    They trudged along and Pug said, “When we pulled Macros back from his attempted ascension into godhood, I remember him describing his experience as seeing all of vast creation through the knothole of a fence, and as we pulled him back his perspective shifted and he saw less and less.”
  


  
    “Yes?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “He later explained that the other aspect of the experience was that the closer he got to that fence, the less of his ‘self’ remained; as he ascended to godhood, identity faded as consciousness expanded.”
  


  
    Guide said, “Yes. The One could simply impart knowledge, but it would overwhelm you. For you to know, but to be squatting on the side of a hill, unable to move because your mind was damaged, that would serve no one.”
  


  
    “That’s hard to deny!” said Nakor.
  


  
    They moved as best they could over the broken terrain and at times found themselves facing seemingly insurmountable obstacles, for they were moving down a miles-long slope that wended its way through once-undersea mountains. Yet Guide always seemed to find a way, even if it was treacherous.
  


  
    Finally they crested a rise and he pointed. “There!”
  


  
    In the distance they could see a vast table of land, surrounded by deep trenches. Pug said, “Those crevasses are vast. Can you fashion us a bridge that far?”
  


  
    Before Guide could answer, Magnus said, “I think I can get us there.”
  


  
    Miranda looked at him. “Are you certain? I found the short excursion I attempted very painful.”
  


  
    “I’ve been attuning myself as best I’m able to the energy states here…” Magnus paused and they both knew he had almost called her “Mother,” and a smile was exchanged. “I doubt it will be pain-free, but I think I can manage this one attempt without incapacitating myself. As I can see our destination, much of the risk is abated.”
  


  
    Pug and Miranda glanced at one another, then at Nakor, who nodded. “It’s been a long time since I tried to forbid you a risk,” said Pug. He took Magnus’s hand as Miranda and Nakor joined hands, and Nakor grabbed Magnus’s arm. Pug gripped Guide’s arm with his free hand and found it unexpectedly cold.
  


  
    Suddenly they were standing on a plateau miles from where they had been a moment before. Pug looked at his son and saw Magnus’s expression was pained, and perspiration was beading on his forehead. His pale complexion was drained of what little colour he normally possessed. He shook his head slightly and said, “I’ll be fine in a moment. If we have to do it again, I can adjust. This is not the easiest adjustment I’ve made, but it’s not the most difficult either.”
  


  
    “I’ll take your word for it,” said Nakor, then he pointed past Guide. “Who’s that?”
  


  
    Guide didn’t look, but said, “That is Pepan the Thrice-cursed.” Then he vanished without a word.
  


  
    The being left before them was as alien a creature as any of them had met, and in demonic form Nakor and Miranda had met many. He, if gender could be determined, was as miserable-looking a creature as any had seen. His head was three times the size of a normal man’s, but the body was slender and seemed barely able to hold it up. A bulbous stomach protruded so far that only the lower portions of spindly legs where it sat could be seen, and the arms were almost withered.
  


  
    His face was long, from an almost hairless pate to a long, broad jaw, and a nose covered in pustules and scabs was at its centre. Rheumy eyes of pale blue surrounded by jaundiced yellow shed a constant stream of tears and heavy lips generated a constant flow of froth and bubbles.
  


  
    Miranda said softly, “I’ve seen worse.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “I’m older than you. No you haven’t.”
  


  
    The creature seemed unaware of them until Pug ventured closer. “You are Pepan?”
  


  
    “That’s what Guide said,” snapped the creature angrily. “Do you see anyone else here?”
  


  
    Nakor pressed forward, his insatiable curiosity pushing aside other considerations. “Tell us why you are called the Thrice-cursed.”
  


  
    “Listen and be wiser for it, mortal!” shouted the creature. “In this world once was I a man among men, a king among kings, a being of power and wealth, wisdom and beauty. Did I sit upon thrones and did subjects tremble at my beauty? Yes! Did I possess all that any man might desire? Yes!”
  


  
    Pug saw Miranda about to interrupt and slightly shook his head to indicate he wanted to hear this tale: perhaps there was knowledge to be gained here.
  


  
    “In my arrogance I did conspire to elevate myself beyond the wealth and power I had, to rise to the heavens and seek a place among the gods.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned, and nodded. “Go on.”
  


  
    “In my vanity, I did create engines of destruction unmatched in the history of my people. Nations I conquered to gather mighty armies around me: those who were vanquished served or died.
  


  
    “Then in the tenth age of my reign, I came here to the Tent of Heaven, and led my hordes up the Path of the Gods, to the top of the tallest mountain on this world!”
  


  
    Nakor glanced around, for they were on what had once been an undersea plateau. “I see no mountain, Pepan.”
  


  
    “Washed away by the ocean, for no sooner had I approached the Gates of Heaven to demand my due as the newest of the gods, they picked up the entire mountain and thousands of my soldiers fell screaming to their deaths. Then, for my vanity, the gods cursed me by washing away all knowledge of me, sweeping my people into the sea with me, while I was chained to that very mountain. I listened to their screams of terror and pleas for mercy, until there was only silence.
  


  
    “Then I knew the price of vanity, perhaps the worst of all sins, for alone I waited, eons passing as the waters wore away the very rocks to which I was chained. The sea became my home and I abided.
  


  
    “Above, time passed; I had but scant knowledge of it, only suggestions carried to me on fickle tides. A strange scrap of fabric, unlike any I had beheld, drifted close and I seized it. I wondered who had woven it and what manner of creature now walked in the world above me. I treasured that fabric until the salt of the water had faded it and the very fabric wore away.
  


  
    “Once a ship passed directly above, blocking out the faint light of the sun as it passed. I wondered who voyaged upon it, from whence they came and where they were bound.
  


  
    “As the mountain wore away, sections sheared off and I was carried deeper into the depths, until no light reached me from above.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “That is far more than three curses; that’s damnation without ending.”
  


  
    “But there you are wrong, mortal!” shouted Pepan. “For after a time I found peace, an acceptance of my lot. I was content to let my mind go void, to simply be in harmony with the rhythms of the sea.
  


  
    “Angry gods at last took note of my peace, and chose then to inflict the second of my curses. A day, a month, mere moments, I do not know how long passed, for time had become meaningless to one dwelling blind in the depths of the sea, but suddenly the waters receded and I was again in the light and air! Fire rained down from above, and majestic clouds of flame and ash tore across the heavens as war on a scale unimagined by mortals raged across the land. Engines of destruction vast beyond my imagining, making my proud fleet seem like mere toys, cruised the skies, delivering obliteration to all below.
  


  
    “Mortals in armour unlike any seen before hurried across broken lands with lances of red light and fire-belching engines on treads, destroying all before them.
  


  
    “Then hordes of demons appeared, sweeping mortals away as a scythe shears grain, and answering them was a host of angels, swords aflame, horns sounding notes so pure that I was reduced to weeping at the first note.
  


  
    “This world was torn asunder and oceans vanished as energies hotter than a star burned across the lands. And yet I abided.”
  


  
    He fell silent for a moment, and to the four travellers it was unclear if he was merely organizing his thoughts or experiencing some emotion at the memory of this unbelievable narrative.
  


  
    “So, in sum, my second curse was to watch any shred of a thing I might have loved destroyed in the war between gods and men.” His voice softened. “A war I began. Ages passed and my third curse was made apparent.”
  


  
    “What is that?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “Upon this world remain scattered remnants of nations, which I gathered.” He pointed to the assembled bits and scraps he had cobbled together to make a shelter. A bit of something served as a chair; there was also an ancient-looking table. Shreds of fabric had been woven together into a quilt. Pepan himself wore a simple breechclout that was revealed when he finally stood up.
  


  
    “For uncounted days I wandered, gathering what I could find, always to return here.”
  


  
    “Why here?” asked Magnus. “There must be more hospitable places on this world.”
  


  
    “Not really,” answered Pepan. “And this is where the gods left me. This is where I am to abide. I no longer rebel but I do question.” Raising his eyes to the sky, he shouted, “I was a sinner, All Father! I admit my transgressions, All Mother! I sinned most of my days!” His voice broke. “But not every day. I lived but a few score years, yet I have paid for my sins for an eternity.” With a sob, he whispered, “Enough, please.”
  


  
    Just as Pug and the others were verging on sympathy for the abject creature, Pepan erupted in a howl of rage. “And my third curse, most hateful of all, making me the gatekeeper!”
  


  
    “Gatekeeper?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “See you then, mortal, that the ultimate jest piled upon me by the gods is that when those who wander this destroyed world, or who fall here from some other realm, when at last they find their way here, I am obliged to help them on their way. I cannot, even out of lonely spite, keep them here to mitigate my endless sorrow through pleasant discourse, nor may I exchange tales of lives spent in other realms, but rather I must endure solitude.
  


  
    “For upon your arrival, I began to feel pain, and with each passing minute the pain increases. It will not cease until I send you on your way, returning to my isolation. I may not end the suffering by my own hand or the hand of another,” he sobbed. “Alone on this world I am immortal and indestructible.”
  


  
    “Why endure the pain?” asked Magnus. “Why tell us your tale? Why not just hurry us along?”
  


  
    “The pain is a price worth paying to interrupt my loneliness,” Pepan said, weeping openly. “Now it must end.”
  


  
    He waved his hands in precise pattern and a vortex appeared in the air. It was obviously an opening of some sort, but as they readied themselves to leap through it, Pepan held up his hand. “Wait!”
  


  
    “What?” asked Pug.
  


  
    Pepan closed his eyes, tears now streaming down his cheeks. “Each of you must follow a different path.”
  


  
    “We must split up?” asked Miranda, obviously not happy with the idea.
  


  
    “Apparently,” said Pug. “If someone laid a trap for the four of us, then it’s literally set for the four of us.”
  


  
    “It waits for all of us,” said Nakor. “Yes!” His expression turned gleeful. “You do not spring a trap on soldiers when only the scout is there: you wait for all of them to gather.”
  


  
    Pepan’s expression now contorted into one of abject pain. He waved a hand and the size and colour of the vortex changed, growing smaller and tinged with orange energy. “You!” he said, pointing at Nakor.
  


  
    Without a word, Nakor leapt into the vortex.
  


  
    Again Pepan waved his hand and the colour of the vortex changed to a faint, shimmering blue. “You,” he said, pointing at Miranda.
  


  
    She glanced at Pug and Magnus, hesitating for a brief moment, then with a quick nod she leaped into the swirling air and vanished.
  


  
    Again the colour changed, this time to a brilliant white, and Pepan pointed at Magnus. Without hesitation, Pug’s son jumped into the magic portal.
  


  
    One more wave and Pepan said, “I am to tell you one thing, magician.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Pug. He watched the vortex turn dark until it became a black maw.
  


  
    “This is the beginning of the end. You will meet your companions again, but only at the most dire moment, when you must all be ready to sacrifice everything to save everything.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure—”
  


  
    “Go!” commanded the wretched creature, and Pug obeyed.
  


  
    He ran and jumped, crouching as he entered a cone of darkness.
  


  



  • Chapter Two •


  


  Confrontation


  
    

  


  
    Ships dotted the horizon.
  


  
    Hal stood on the battlements of the royal palace at Rillanon, at its heart still a castle, but one which had not seen conflict for centuries. This portion of the ancient rampart, a large, flat rooftop of thick stonework, had once supported war engines defending outer walls long torn down to expand the royal demesne. A fortification that once hosted massive ballista had been converted to a garden, one lush with flowers as summer faded. The stone merlons had been replaced in centuries past with a stone balustrade cleverly carved to be both strong and graceful. Yet the footing beneath Hal’s boots felt as solid as the palisades of Crydee Castle had. And given the forces gathering below, he wished those long-gone outer walls were once again in place here in Rillanon, with ballistas and trebuchets instead of fading blooms.
  


  
    He let out a slow breath. It was hard to find ease, despite the rigours of the past few weeks fading into memory as troubles associated with fleeing Roldem with the Princess Stephané had been replaced by troubles on a far grander scale. His personal distress over knowing he would never have the woman he loved had been made to seem a petty concern in the face of the threats now confronting his nation.
  


  
    Yet he was constantly haunted by her memory, along with his friend Ty Hawkins, who had spirited her away from her home and brought her safely to the Kingdom. All of it seemed unreal at times, yet other times it was vivid. Every detail of Stephané was etched in his memory: the grace of her movement, the laughter as she found delight in small things, her worry for those she loved. He struggled to let go, even though he knew that to wallow was to prolong the pain.
  


  
    He glanced around, and saw his brother Martin was looking his way. Martin inclined his head: a wordless gesture asking if he was all right. Hal returned a slight nod. Their brother Brendan, standing beside Martin, had his attention fixed on the ships in the harbour. Hal turned his attention that way as well. Nearby stood Lord James, Duke of Rillanon, and his grandson Jim Dasher.
  


  
    Rillanon’s harbour was south of the palace, at the bottom of the hill. Sails had been appearing on all quarters of the horizon for days: hundreds of ships from every port on the Sea of Kingdoms. This ancient island nation had seen fleets such as these, but not in living memory. War had not touched this soil, the ancient home of Hal’s ancestors, in centuries. The prime motive for conquering the surrounding islands and nearby coasts for Hal’s forebears had been fatigue from continuous clashes with minor warlords and raiding clans across these waters. The constant need to defend the home island had turned a relatively peaceful community of fishermen and farmers into the most effective army north of the Empire, creating the second largest nation on this world.
  


  
    It had been a triumph of the Kingdom of the Isles that this city and the king’s palace could do without the massive defence works, as the king’s navy for centuries had become “the wall around Rillanon.” Now that navy was divided. No man could look out upon that sea, and the many sails upon it, and judge just who they were defending: Edward, Oliver, or some other faction. That irony was not lost on Hal.
  


  
    He couldn’t find ease because he could smell war coming on the afternoon breeze. And unlike the struggle against Kesh, this was the war to be most feared by any noble in the Kingdom: a civil war.
  


  
    Hal knew the Kingdom’s history well. A determined ruler named Dannis had united all the clans of the island, and his descendant, Delong, had been the first conDoin ruler to establish a foothold on the mainland. After the sack of Bas-Tyra— a rival village that had risen in power to challenge Rillanon— he had not returned to the island stronghold, but had forced the ruler of that city state to swear fealty to Rillanon in exchange for his life and the lives of his followers, creating the Kingdom of the Isle’s first mainland duchy and elevating Bas-Tyra to the rank of second most important city after the capital. That first victory had led to many others, as Rillanon and Bas-Tyra’s combined might had overwhelmed Salador and the southern coast. Only the Eastern Kingdoms, with the help of Roldem, had stemmed that early Kingdom expansion.
  


  
    Now the ruler of that city stood to Hal’s right asking, “What is Oliver thinking?” Duke James of Rillanon looked at both Hal and the man on Hal’s left, James’s grandson, Jim Dasher Jamison, head of the Crown’s Intelligence Service.
  


  
    “He’s not thinking,” Jim said sourly. “Or he’s thinking that some here might object to a foreign-born king, so he’s brought along a few friends.”
  


  
    Hal glanced at his two brothers, and Martin nodded. Hal knew what Martin also understood: somehow the three conDoin brothers were about to take a part in all this, but what that part would be had not yet been revealed.
  


  
    The “friends” were the bulk of the army of Maladon and Simrick, bolstered by a substantial number of levies and mercenary companies which were now encamped, as they had been for a month, beyond the walls of the city. The old military grounds lay to the east of the harbour, having once been the staging area for Rillanon’s conquering armies waiting to board ship. Not in a generation had they been used as originally intended, having been converted to a shanty town and impromptu market. Oliver had cleared the area, displacing many of the poor and working poor, and had camped his army there.
  


  
    Many polite messages had been exchanged between those inside and outside the walls, and the longest interregnum in the history of the Kingdom was underway. By tradition, the Congress of Lords met for the election of the new king three days after the dead king’s internment in the vault of his ancestors.
  


  
    But for the first time in history, more than a month had passed since the death of a king without the Congress of Lords being formally convened. One excuse or another had been provided, and each faction negotiated furiously behind closed doors, over quiet suppers, or in dark back alleys, but everyone knew exactly what was really taking place: every claimant to the throne was desperately seeking a resolution to the succession without losing their position and without plunging the nation into a civil war it could ill afford. And for the time being, those two goals seemed mutually exclusive.
  


  
    The senior priests of the Temple of Ishap in Rillanon, the most venerated order in the world, would formally conduct the ceremony, but only when summoned by the Congress to do so. Since the ascension of Lyam the First, no dispute had existed in the line of kings from Lyam to his nephew Borric, to Patrick, then Gregory.
  


  
    Now, no heir had been proclaimed, and no clear ties by blood were forthcoming. Politics had seized the nation by the throat. Three factions had asserted themselves, all with roughly equal and valid claims, none of which was seen as compelling by those gathered on the balcony this afternoon.
  


  
    The army gathered outside the city was nominally an “honour guard” for Prince Oliver of the Grand Duchies of Maladon and Simrick. In terms of straight bloodline succession to the late king, he was perhaps the most entitled, his mother being the king’s sister, but she had wed the Prince of Simrick and he had been raised in the twin duchies. To most people in the Isles, that made him a foreigner.
  


  
    The two other factions were the supporters of Chadwick, Duke of Ran, and those of Montgomery, Earl of Rillanon, Lord James’s first counsellor, and Hal’s distant cousin. Neither could counter Oliver’s claim, but together they could confound the Prince of Simrick’s attempt to take the throne.
  


  
    Lord James sighed, looking his eighty-plus years of age. “If the Keshians decide to abandon the truce and sail into any port in the Kingdom save this one, they’d have nothing but a few fishing smacks and rowing boats to oppose them.”
  


  
    Hal was forced to appreciate the old duke’s observation. Every warship in the royal fleet on the Kingdom Sea was in the harbour, most of the heavy ships armed with ballistae and small catapults had their weapons trained on Oliver’s army, while beyond was every city’s ducal squadron, and other ships flying the banners of noble houses. Many of those ships were contracted, “privateers” barely more than pirates paid by various coastal nobles to create small zones of control in their coastal waters to extort fees from passing merchantmen. That practice over the years had created the need for the deep-water ships now employed by the navies of the Kingdom and Roldem, as well as the major trading houses in both nations. No matter how often the Crown had warned the local nobles this practice was frowned upon, they had persisted.
  


  
    Hal said, “I trust Oliver brought a lot of gold with him, for he will be paying a great deal for those cut-throats he’s hired to leave without sacking the city for booty.”
  


  
    Lord James grunted in agreement. “If Edward’s bunch were here…” He let the thought go unfinished. Either Oliver would leave with his tail between his legs, or he would be forced to attack with the Prince of Krondor in residence in Rillanon. Had Edward been in the city, the chance of his being elected king as a compromise became too high for Oliver to wait. Edward had no children of his own, nor was he likely to, but he could name the heir and, after things had calmed down, abdicate, and Oliver knew he had no chance of the crown if Edward named anyone else as heir.
  


  
    Edward and the western lords had ridden from Krondor for the Congress, but once word reached them of Oliver’s landing on the Isle of Rillanon, they had halted, and were now encamped between Malac’s Cross and Salador. Martin and Brendan had elected to leave Prince Edward’s army and continue to the capital, to learn Hal’s fate. Hal was grateful to have them at hand.
  


  
    Martin and Brendan were housed in an inn not too far from the palace and had arrived in time for Lord James’s calling his grandson and the brothers to this garden. Silence fell as the old duke was lost in thought as he studied the arriving warships, and Hal recalled his reunion with his brothers.
  


  
    After commiserating for the first time together over their father’s death, talk between the brothers had turned to their various adventures, from Martin’s defence of Crydee and Ylith, and Hal’s escorting the princess to safety. The reunion had been short and bittersweet, for as relieved as Hal was to discover that their mother was alive and well, being cared for by the elves in Elvandar, the narration of their father’s death was hard for him and despite his best efforts, he found tears running down his cheeks by the time Brendan finished. Martin had heard the story before, but his eyes shone with wetness as he watched his brother endure the tale. Hal embraced his brothers for a long moment, then promised that when they could, the three of them would gather for a quiet meal to honour their father, if fate permitted, in their family’s hall in Crydee.
  


  
    Hal then suffered through an awkward few moments as Martin stood before him professing his love for Lady Bethany of Carse, who returned his affection, and got halfway through a painful pleading of his cause, coupled with a declaration that he was willing to sacrifice it all for the good of the duchy and the kingdom, should Hal insist on marrying Bethany. Hal finally let his love for his younger brother win over the temptation to torment him, and said that he had no problem with Martin marrying Bethany should her father, Earl Robert of Carse, not object. The relief on Martin’s face was almost comic.
  


  
    Hal did not tell Martin that his heart belonged to another anyway, a woman whom he could never aspire to wed. He just wryly observed that Martin and Bethany were a perfect match, because she did so well those things that Martin lacked skill at, like archery, hunting, and riding. Martin endured the teasing in good humour, being overwhelmed with relief and gratitude at his brother’s reaction to the news. He had left Hal muttering about how he was going to ask Beth’s father for her hand. Her father had been furious with Martin when he discovered Bethany hadn’t left for Elvandar with the other women, but had remained in Crydee to fight. He seemed to ignore his daughter’s part in all of it, and focused his wrath on Martin.
  


  
    Now Hal and his brothers stood on the rooftop of the palace, contemplating the next move in this game of kingship. Jim said, “Everyone’s getting ready for this party. My agents in Salador tell me there’s no shortage of garrisons from the west gathered on the Fields of Albalyn.” Those fields lay between Malac’s Cross and Salador, and were historically vital for any military conflict in the region. They were athwart the King’s Highway and no other clear passage to the town which marked the boundary between the Eastern and Western Realms was available.
  


  
    “Why would the western lords bring their garrisons?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Lord James fixed the young Duke of Crydee with an expression that was a mix of amusement and pity. He nodded once to Jim who said, “In case there’s a war. Edward ordered the garrisons to accompany him, rather than return home after the truce with Kesh.” He let out a long sigh, as stress overtook his usual calm. “Edward’s many things, but a political fool is not one of them. It may be we need elect kings who have no wish to rule, for Edward would be a near-perfect monarch under which to reforge this cracked kingdom of ours.”
  


  
    Hal leaned against the balustrade, his knuckles slowly turning white as he gripped harder and harder. “Wasn’t the last war enough for a while?” he said slowly.
  


  
    Jim glanced at his grandfather, who nodded once, then motioned for the others to leave Jim and Hal alone. When they were alone, Jim said, “You really don’t understand, do you?”
  


  
    Hal felt tired to his bones. Without Stephané he felt empty. She was now safely in her father’s palace on Roldem, once order had been restored in Roldem, and the three conspirators behind the war had been uncovered and removed. Quietly, he said, “I know that I’m a duke without a duchy, that the title came to me far too many years too soon, and my mother is far enough away that I may not live to see her again. I know I spent most of the war hiding and fleeing, rather than leading men into battle, and I feel a lesser man for it.” Jim seemed on the verge of objecting, but Hal shook his head. “I know I served, and I would give my life for the princess and for the Kingdom, and I took men’s lives to do it.” He was silent for a moment. “Yet it all feels pointless… now.” He had been about to say “without Stephané,” but he knew that sounded like a whiny complaint. Besides, if anyone knew how he felt about her, it was Jim. “So now you have something I need to hear,” Hal continued, “because men of ambition wish to rule, and men of character seem significantly absent. And I suspect that you are also about to tell me what I need to do.”
  


  
    Jim was also quiet for a moment, then said, “You’re not a stupid man, Hal. You’re of the blood royal—” He held up his hand to cut off the young noble. “Spare me the oft-repeated history of your ancestor’s pledge to absent his line from succession. It was a pretty speech: I’ve read the transcript of the entire ceremony that put Lyam on the throne, and it was vital then to prevent just the sort of mess that’s happening now, but there is no legal justification for it. I’ve asked both the court historians and the Priests of Ishap, and there is no precedent that permits the renunciation of that blood tie. Martin was free to not claim his cousin Rodric’s crown, but he could not bind unborn heirs to such a burden. You are of royal blood.
  


  
    “Had your ancestor Martin rejected his brother’s giving him the title to Crydee, and your father and his father before back to Lord Martin, all remained commoners, perhaps, that would have set a precedent. But he accepted and held the title and passed it along.” He shrugged.
  


  
    “Are you saying I should put myself forward for king?”
  


  
    “Hardly, but I’m trying to stress to you that you are not simply a rustic noble without lands to rule, but rather a player with coins in the game.”
  


  
    “This is why it is taking Prince Edward such a very long time in getting here? Not just because Oliver’s landed his army?”
  


  
    “Edward wishes to be king less than any prince in the history of the Kingdom, but he’s being hard-pressed by the western nobles to claim the crown.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “It’s as my grandfather said. It would consolidate the western realm’s authority and strip supporters away from Chadwick and Montgomery, perhaps forcing them to broker a deal.” Jim ran his hand over his face and Hal saw deep fatigue had taken its toll on the duke’s grandson. “At worst it holds off a war a while longer; at best it gives a legitimate hope to avoid bloodshed if Chadwick and Montgomery throw their weight behind Edward. With those three combined, even Oliver’s not ambitious enough to risk destroying his twin duchies in a futile attempt to seize the crown without backing. But there are a lot of ‘ifs’ here. And it begins only if Edward can be convinced to take the crown.” Jim smiled and some of the vigour Hal had taken for granted since first meeting him returned. “Edward has no sons, but he has three daughters, married to eastern nobles who could never return to their marriage beds if they didn’t support their wives’ father for the throne. It was one of Gregory’s wiser moves selecting an eastern noble to rule Krondor after the previous disasters. Those three nobles have vassals and allies who will follow them. No one of power would then support Oliver once the move to Edward began. So Edward is the perfect compromise candidate.”
  


  
    “What does this have to do with me? I’m a duchyless duke, now that Crydee is occupied by the Empire of Great Kesh.”
  


  
    “You’re still a duke,” said Jim, “and you’re related to the crown by blood. Your support of Edward is vital. It will also keep you from being a false banner behind which others might rally to broker better terms for their interests. Not everyone who was trying to find you was an agent of those mad demon servants who were thrusting us into war. There are a few eastern nobles who would love to install you as a guest in their castles until you came to support Oliver, Chadwick, or Montgomery. If Crydee supported their candidate, others in the west might consider it prudent to follow suit.”
  


  
    “Father warned me eastern politics was something to be feared as much as war,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Smart man, your father.”
  


  
    Hal said nothing, still hurting inside every time he found himself asking what his father would have done in his place.
  


  
    “We need to be in Salador sooner rather than later,” said Jim.
  


  
    “Why? Can’t I merely announce my support of Edward, then be on my way? I want to travel to Elvandar and find my mother.”
  


  
    “She is safely cared for. Nothing short of a global disaster would put her at risk in Aglaranna and Tomas’s court. No, that will have to wait until the situation here is resolved. And to support Edward, you need to journey to his side.”
  


  
    “Why does he wait?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “He rests his forces on the Fields of Albalyn, preparing the ground for battle. He hopes for the best but is getting ready for the worst. Edward is neither a warrior nor a tactician, but he surrounds himself with the best in the west. Vanderal of Yabon is the Western Realm’s best commander with the loss of your father. Fredrick of Tyr-Sog is as fine a cavalry commander as you’ll see. If Oliver seeks to answer this question with arms, Edward prefers a battleground of his own choosing. Oliver knows he cannot sit on this island if Edward will not come to him.” Jim smiled. “If he seizes the capital but the Congress does not confirm him as king, that makes him a usurper, nothing more. Edward would control the mainland and Oliver would sit here until he rots or runs out of food. The few farms on the island and all the fishermen here will not sustain that host for long. And he’ll run out of gold: he has an army only as long as he can pay it.
  


  
    “And if Edward will not come to Oliver,” he continued, “Oliver must go to Edward, and that will be on the Fields of Albalyn. Edward has soldiers; he needs officers. You and your brothers need to be on your way westward as soon as we put some things here in order.”
  


  
    “Going to help Edward?” asked Hal. “And am I safe in assuming people may not wish me to do so?”
  


  
    “A fair assumption,” said Jim. “I’ll have men travel with you, and I’d like you to take Ty Hawkins with you, too. He’s a smart lad and may prove handy. I’ve spoken to Ty and Tal, and they’re willing.”
  


  
    “Willing?”
  


  
    “To prevent war if possible, to end it as quickly as possible, if not.”
  


  
    Hal crossed his arms and leaned back against the stone balustrade. “Ty’s a good friend and the best swordsman I’ve ever seen. He’s no burden.”
  


  
    “Good. His patent of Kingdom nobility is a forgery.”
  


  
    Hal’s eyes widened slightly.
  


  
    “But it’s a very good one, created by the best forger my predecessor could buy.”
  


  
    “Predecessor?”
  


  
    Jim pointed off in the direction his grandfather had taken.
  


  
    “The duke?”
  


  
    “Few know the truth about my family, and how our connections wend their way past rank, class, even nationality,” said Jim. “It seems to be an every-other-generation sort of thing, really. The first Lord James…” Jim got a far-off look in his eyes and he turned to stare out at the gathering fleet. “Did you know he was a thief, just a boy, yet an accomplished rogue by any measure, who was raised by Prince Arutha to become first his squire, but eventually became Duke of Krondor and was then sent off with the prince’s son, King Borric, to rule the nation as Duke of Rillanon?”
  


  
    “No,” said Hal. “Most of the history I do know is from books in my father’s library.” He laughed bitterly. “Ashes, now, I expect.” He looked at Jim. “Every other generation?”
  


  
    “My great-grandfather, named for Prince Arutha, was by all reports an honourable man, resolute and fearless, but by nature much more of an administrator than any sort of blackguard. You really do need to be something of a scoundrel to do what we do, we Jamisons.”
  


  
    When Jim let out a deep sigh, Hal could feel the fatigue in the older man’s bones. “You could use a spot of rest.”
  


  
    “I could spend what remains of my life resting,” said Jim. “But that may not come, should Oliver and his friends below take matters in hand. My great-grandfather had a brother a year younger than himself, by the name of Dashel Jamison. He rejected rank and office: some say because he was by nature a very mean-spirited bastard, but we in the family know he did it to honour a pledge to a woman he loved.” Jim’s expression hovered halfway between fond remembrance and regret. A slight smile moved his lips for a brief instant, then he said, “Men do very foolish things for love, don’t they?”
  


  
    Hal thought of Stephané and felt his heart turn to lead. “Yes,” he agreed, “we do.”
  


  
    “Dash, as my great uncle was known, became a businessman of some stature and wealth in Krondor, but what was known by few was that he was also the leader of a large gang of thieves known as the Mockers. He bore the title of the Upright Man.”
  


  
    Hal said, “Those names I know. The legend of the Upright Man and the Mockers reaches out to the Far Coast.”
  


  
    “His son Dasher, whose name I bear, was another of those generations who was skipped when it came to bloody work. He almost lost control of the Mockers. And as he had no sons, as his nephew I had to step in and act on behalf of the family.”
  


  
    “So, you’re the Upright Man of Krondor?”
  


  
    “Until recently. I’ve placed another in that position to assume my responsibilities. What turned out to be the same in my great-great-grandfather, the first Lord James’s, time is true today: a gang of thieves can be very handy in the world of spying.”
  


  
    “Why are you telling me all this?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Jim shrugged. “I’m not certain I know.” He continued to gaze out over the sea. “I’ve spent half my life here and half in Krondor and half all over the world.”
  


  
    Hal chuckled. “That’s three halves.”
  


  
    Jim didn’t smile. “I know. That’s how it feels.” He was silent for a moment, then said, “Why am I telling you anything? You’re important, Hal. Maybe not in ways that are clear, but there are things in motion, undertakings by men of ambition and power, and the best I can pray for is we somehow get Edward on the throne. If that happens, from that moment forward his life will be at risk every minute of every day.”
  


  
    “Treason?”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “Slip something into Edward’s wine, or have him fall from his horse, before a clear line of succession can be achieved, and Oliver is back out there with his army within a week, and Chadwick and Montgomery are back inside the palace bargaining with anyone who will promise a vote in the Congress of Lords.”
  


  
    “What has that to do with me?”
  


  
    “As you’ve observed more than once, young Hal, you are a duke without a duchy. Oh, Edward will eventually wrest it back from Kesh, for they have no real use for the Far Coast, and you can go back and try to govern, though with a population of fractious refugees from the Keshian Confederates now herding, farming, and mining your duchy. But that may prove more of a challenge than herding cats. Send one of your brothers and as much of a garrison as you can scrape together, and go very light on taxes and in a generation or so you’ll have something resembling organization in the region. I’ll try to have Edward forgo Crown taxes for a while so you can feed your brother’s little army.”
  


  
    “Martin’s little army? Shouldn’t it be my little army?”
  


  
    “No, you need to stay close to Edward.”
  


  
    “Why? He’s got your grandfather and you, and there must be others loyal to the Crown, no matter who wears it.”
  


  
    “There are, but my grandfather may not be here much longer. It’s hard to know in my family; as often as not we conspire to get ourselves killed before we meet a quiet death in bed. And I…” Jim closed his eyes for a moment. “I am used up. The burden of trying to live up to a family legend that grows with each passing generation, I guess. Truth to tell, I do not know how talented the original Lord James was. By any objective measure he was a genius, but was he the genius portrayed in the histories?
  


  
    “My burden, my flaw of character, is to match myself against him. As a child, when my father couldn’t hear, I’d call myself ‘Jimmyhand’ because I could never remember the ‘the.’” He leaned forward, both hands on the balustrade, and took a deep breath. “Oceans smell different, you know?”
  


  
    Hal nodded. “Far Coast is… damp: the wind comes from the west constantly and we get that salt-and-fish smell. Here…”
  


  
    Jim laughed. “A lot of flowers in these gardens.”
  


  
    Hal laughed with him. “But down in the city it’s still sweet.”
  


  
    “Which one is better?”
  


  
    Hal thought. “This one, but not here.”
  


  
    “Roldem?”
  


  
    Hal stayed silent.
  


  
    Jim put his hand on Hal’s shoulder. “There’s someone in Roldem I miss as well.”
  


  
    “Lady Franciezka?”
  


  
    Jim nodded.
  


  
    “A remarkable woman,” said Hal. He and Ty had sheltered for a while under the lady’s protection as they got ready to smuggle Princess Stephané out of Roldem and away from a forced marriage. “What is this all going to come to?” he wondered.
  


  
    Jim said, “If we play our part, we shall gather on the Fields of Albalyn soon, where a truce can be forged that will permit Edward to enter this city safely, and he can be acclaimed by the Congress of Lords as king. And then we can set about restoring order in the Kingdom. And that’s what you need to concern yourself with, my lord Duke of Crydee. There are few men of rank in this nation I would hand a sword and ask them to stand behind the king, but you are one of them. If Edward survives more than a few months before someone decides his rule has lasted too long, then we may look to the future.” Jim lowered his head.
  


  
    “There’s something else? What?”
  


  
    “Everything,” answered Jim. “Those three murderous creatures that plunged us into wholesale war with Kesh, had but one ambition: to create chaos, and in that they succeeded in grand fashion. In all things in this life, magic gives me the most to fear, for you need other magic to battle it. We’ve long allied ourselves with people who seem to be of good heart and intent, but I…”
  


  
    “You hate leaving things to others,” finished Hal.
  


  
    “Yes,” admitted Jim. “Another flaw of character, and probably why I’m so sick at heart and worn out by all this; I would wager there’s no man alive who has travelled more between Krondor, Rillanon, and Roldem than me.” He released his hold on the balustrade. “We have more to discuss, but some other time. I could do with a meal before tackling the more prickly matter of politics. Join me?”
  


  
    “Certainly. Can my brothers come as well?”
  


  
    “Of course. There’s much we need to keep between ourselves, but there are many things it would be well for all the conDoin brothers to know.”
  


  
    Hal smiled.
  


  
    Jim put his hand on Hal’s shoulder and lowered his voice. “You realize that you are the only three males left alive who bear that name.” He conveniently neglected to include the magician, Pug, who was a conDoin by adoption, but who had renounced his allegiance to the Kingdom years before.
  


  
    Hal said, “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
  


  
    “For reasons that will become clear, I am having the officials in the court refer to you as Duke Henry, but your brothers will henceforth be called Princes Martin and Brendan. I want these conniving nobles to be reminded of just who you are.”
  


  
    Hal said nothing, but as he and Jim entered the palace, he wondered, But who are we?
  


  
    

  


  
    It was a sombre meal despite repeated attempts on the part of Duke James to liven the mood with a series of humorous anecdotes and stories. People would chuckle at the appropriate moments, smile and nod, then fall back into silence. Finally, as the meal drew to an end, silence engulfed the room.
  


  
    The three brothers from the Far Coast were seated at the table with Lord James, Jim, several of the duke’s closest advisors, various ladies of the court, and attendants. The other addition to the table was Ty Hawkins, son of Talwin Hawkins, a former tribesman from the mountains called the High Fastness in the Eastern Kingdoms. History and circumstance had propelled young Talon of the Silver Hawk into the cauldron that was international politics, and he had emerged a man of many identities.
  


  
    As had his son. Ty Hawkins, son of Eye of the Blue-Winged Teal and a nameless soldier of Olasko, adopted by Tal and loved as his own, was by nature and training his father’s son. By an odd quirk of circumstance, he resembled his adopted father, with vivid blue eyes and a lithe frame and whipcord strength. The most striking difference was his sandy-blonde hair, contrasting with his father’s near-black. But like many boys, he had adopted so many of his father’s mannerisms and expressions. At times it was impossible to remember Tal was not his true father.
  


  
    Jim watched Ty in conversation with Hal and found it ironic that the man he most trusted to protect the royal cousin was not even a true citizen of the Kingdom. Still, both father and son had provided valuable service to the Kingdom, Roldem, and occasionally the Conclave of Shadows.
  


  
    It was the duke who spoke loud enough for the entire table to hear clearly. “If I may…” Everyone fell silent. He looked around the table and said, “It dawns on me that with the exception of young Hawkins here, our families are intimately linked, while we are still relative strangers to one another.” He raised his goblet of wine in the direction of the three brothers. “You three are the last of the conDoin line. While others have royal blood, only you three carry the name. My grandson and I descend from a name far less noble— Jamison— founded by a rogue and scoundrel, raised up to nobility by your many-greats-uncle. Both put two things above all else: duty and honour. Let us drink to their memory. Prince Arutha conDoin and James— the only man in history to be both Duke of Krondor and Rillanon; Jimmy the Hand!”
  


  
    They drank and then the duke said, “This may be the end of us all, but not of the Kingdom if I have a damn thing to say about it.”
  


  
    Ty nodded and shouted, “Hear! Hear!”
  


  
    Hal looked at the old duke, glanced at his grandson, then simply asked, “What would you have us do?”
  


  
    “Many things, young Hal,” said Lord James. “Eventually you’ll need to get married and father some sons, so that your name will continue. And perhaps one of them will rule here one day.” He held up his hand. “And, one last time, Hal: no more mention of Lord Martin’s foolish, if noble, claim. It has no validity. And you need to retake your duchy. The Far Coast may be in chaos, but it is still king’s land. As I told you on the day of Gregory’s funeral, you need to find an ally, either Chadwick or Montgomery, and convince him of your loyalty to his cause in exchange for his loyalty to yours— the retaking of Crydee.” James paused. “You’ll be lying, of course, because since the day that Crydee was lost, so much has changed.” He glanced at a window, and everyone in the room knew he was speaking of Oliver’s army camped beyond the city. They had expected Prince Oliver to arrive with a retinue to press his claim, not an army. That changed everything.
  


  
    As if reading their collective minds, James added, “And you must ensure that somehow Edward is crowned here, not that snake Oliver. We may have to persuade Edward to put himself forward as king, rather than backing Chadwick or Montgomery.” He pointed at Hal. “You may be the deciding factor if he knows the fate of the Far Coast and probably much of Yabon, rests on this. You may very well be the one to tip the balance and save this nation.”
  


  
    He sat back and sighed. “But to do any of that, you must, of course, stay alive.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “I’ll see that he does, Grandfather.”
  


  
    Duke James put down his goblet and stood up. “Then I’ll bid you a good night and advise you this: outside this room there are few you can trust. Ensure you take wise counsel and be cautious of honeyed words laced with poison.” He nodded to the brothers and Ty, then left the room.
  


  
    As if by silent instruction, the other guests rose and one by one bid Hal, his brothers, and Jim good night. When the last was gone, only those five and the servants remained.
  


  
    Jim looked around. “Another drink?”
  


  
    No one objected, so the servants filled their goblets, and they partook of a particularly good wine, but the mood in the room could hardly be called festive.
  


  
    Jim waved for the servants to depart. When they had gone, he said, “Ty knows what I’m about to share with you three.” He glanced from face to face. “I am a loyal servant of the Crown, but I also work with the Conclave of Shadows, and you’d never heard of them until Ruffio told you of them for a reason. What I know, what I’m telling you, is because my loyalty, and yours at the moment, must extend beyond the borders of our nation. I tell you this because I trust the woman in charge of Roldem’s intelligence apparatus more at this moment than half the nobles in our Congress of Lords. I trust a few Keshians as well. But mostly I trust the dedication of the Conclave to the preservation of our entire world.
  


  
    “The recent conflict with Kesh was pointless.”
  


  
    Martin seemed to be on the verge of speaking, but thought better of it.
  


  
    “It’s easy to get caught up in events without considering real causes. Kesh and the Kingdom had been at peace for a very long time, since a misguided adventure when they sought to take control of Krondor after the invasion of the Emerald Queen’s army. Since then there’s been the usual poking around in the Vale of Dreams and the occasional ship battle when one captain got a little too ambitious. But today we have half the Keshian army spread out along the Far Coast and mustered along their northern border to protect against a Kingdom retaliation; the Kingdom army either here on Rillanon protecting this very palace, or in Salador, or mustered in the Fields of Albalyn; most of the Kingdom fleet surrounding this island; the Keshian fleet at the bottom of the ocean; and Roldem’s fleet in a defensive position around their island. What do you think that means?”
  


  
    Martin said, “That we went through a pointless exercise?”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “Yes. What else?”
  


  
    It was Brendan who answered. “No one is where they’re supposed to be.”
  


  
    “Exactly.”
  


  
    Hal said, “So if another threat materializes, no one is in the correct position to deal with it.”
  


  
    Martin calculated, then said, “The West.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “Yes.”
  


  
    “I need to get back to Crydee!” said Hal.
  


  
    “No,” said Jim. “You need to stay here until my grandfather tells you to go somewhere else. Most likely to Prince Edward.” He looked at Martin and Brendan. “You must return to Ylith and explain to the Keshian commander that he’s in the way and you need to go poking around. My intelligence tells me you’ve got a reasonable chance to have him agree for the right bribe— he is Keshian, after all, as long as you only go with a small patrol. If he doesn’t, you need to find a clever way to get around his objections without starting another war out there. Sneaking past his line should prove little trouble to a couple of bright lads like you.
  


  
    “But you need to get into the Far Coast, north of the garrisons at Carse and Tulan, so my best guess is somewhere near the taredhel and that city they’re building, perhaps near the dwarves.”
  


  
    “Who?” asked Brendan. “Besides Keshian Dog Soldiers and elves and dwarves, who would be there?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” said Jim. “That’s what I need your brother and you to find out.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The brothers spent a long night with Jim Dasher discussing as much of the political situation with Great Kesh as could be extrapolated from what Martin and Brendan had seen during the defence of the city and after. They matched what they had seen with reports from the West that had reached the king’s court, which in this case meant Jim Dasher’s personal attention.
  


  
    The long and short of it was that it was a mess. Kesh had withdrawn to the ancient borders of Bosania, so a few miles of road to the west of the City of Ylith were open to the crest of the foothills of the Grey Towers Mountains, as well as the southwest highway, leading to the Free Cities which were still currently occupied by Kesh.
  


  
    By the time they were finished examining all their options and what needed to be done, the sun was rising in the east. Martin was convinced Jim Dasher was perhaps the cleverest man he had ever met, or at least the most cunning. And Martin was also convinced that Jim was correct: the entire war with Kesh and the plot behind it was designed to put both the Kingdom of the Isles and the Empire of Great Kesh at a military disadvantage in the Far West.
  


  
    No military action of any kind could quickly be mounted should a threat arise in the Duchy of Crydee or the Free Cities, or the Grey Towers Mountains. It might take days, or even weeks, for news of any outbreak of trouble in the west to reach Prince Edward on the Fields of Albalyn, and if he instantly dispatched some of the western lords’ commands to answer, it would be weeks before they reached any site of trouble. And that was dependent on being able to spare men with the possibility of a military confrontation with Prince Oliver looming. By sunrise, Jim and the brothers were convinced the Far Coast and the Western Realm were as defenceless as a day-old kitten.
  


  
    Martin was a student of history and it didn’t take him more than an hour of looking at suggested Keshian deployment in the Far Coast and Free Cities to come to the same conclusion as Jim. The safest location from any counterattacks from the combined armies of the Kingdom of the Isles and the Empire of Great Kesh that wasn’t on the bottom of some ocean or one of the moons, was in the centre of the Grey Towers Mountains; very close to the site of the original Tsurani rift into Midkemia.
  


  
    As the cock crowed in the distance, the three looked at the now-empty carafe of coffee and wordlessly exchanged the shared opinion that they had reached a conclusion. “The Grey Towers,” said Martin. “Neither Kesh nor the Kingdom nor the Free Cities can answer the kind of threat the Tsurani posed when they arrived…”
  


  
    “Where the Star Elves are building their city,” continued Brendan.
  


  
    Jim rose. “Well, the sun’s up and we’ve beaten this topic to death. It’s time to move and I think we’d best be getting on with it. It’s still before dawn in Krondor so you—” he indicated Martin and Brendan, “—can still be leaving there at sunrise, once we get you there.” To Hal he said, “You need some rest. You’re going to have to withstand a lot of charm, guile, and bald-faced lies before we’re done, but I’ll be at your side most of the time and your best course of action is to nod and say you’ll consider what’s been suggested. Edward’s enemies are not all on the field under arms. There are a lot of poisoned tongues still in the palace.”
  


  
    Hal embraced his brothers and bade them a safe journey.
  


  
    Jim took Martin and Brendan with him through a palace that was never truly asleep, as servants scurried to ensure that every resident’s needs were met before dawn.
  


  
    Reaching Jim’s personal quarters, they entered a tidy office adjacent to his sleeping room and he quickly set about penning a travel document. He signed it with a flourish, poured wax and applied a seal to it.
  


  
    “Isn’t that the duke’s signet?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “It’s a twin,” said Jim. “My grandfather gave it to me to reduce his own need to sign things; he finds it annoying.”
  


  
    “And did you just sign his name?” said Martin.
  


  
    “Of course,” said Jim as if this was quite normal. “Wait here.”
  


  
    A short time later, he returned with a woman of middle years, with greying dark hair, and a no-nonsense demeanour. “This is Gretchen. She will take you where you need to go.”
  


  
    Before Martin or Brendan could speak, Gretchen reached out and seized their wrists and suddenly they were in a different room. “Krondor,” she said, and vanished.
  


  
    Apparently the comings and goings of magicians in what was revealed as Jim Dasher’s private suite in Krondor were commonplace enough that the palace guards did not react when two men unexpectedly walked out of a room that had been empty only moments before.
  


  
    The brothers had been in Krondor only twice before: a leisurely visit to Prince Edward’s court when Martin had been small (Brendan had still been a baby), and their hurried visit on the way to Rillanon just weeks before.
  


  
    “What now?” said Brendan.
  


  
    Martin shrugged. “Find someone in charge, I suppose.”
  


  
    

  


  
    It took the better part of an hour to find the acting city commander, a man named Falston Jennings, hastily elevated from the rank of prince’s squire to baronet of the court, so that he could lawfully be considered a noble. He was obviously in over his head and anxious to see if what he said made sense to the brothers from Crydee, especially as they had introduced themselves as “Princes Martin and Brendan, the late king’s cousins.”
  


  
    They had endured Jennings’s near-babbling conversation over as informal a break fast meal as the palace had likely seen in a century, for many of the key servants had travelled east with Prince Edward, attending his baggage-train and pavilion to ensure his comfort on the journey to Rillanon.
  


  
    Martin left that meal with a jumble of facts he could barely make sense of, let alone organize into coherent intelligence. Brendan had been amused by the entire course of events, but of the three brothers he was the one most easily amused.
  


  
    From what they could get from Jennings’s ramble, Kesh had withdrawn her ships to a point behind an imaginary line extending from a point halfway between Land’s End and Durbin in the south to the border between the Free Cities and the Kingdom, in the north. Kingdom ships were given free passage up to Sarth, but no captain dared sail farther north as the island kingdom of Queg had declared a state of emergency— a pretext for them to board and seize any ship that sailed “too close” to their imagined “sphere of influence,” which at the moment meant from their beach to ankle-deep water on the Kingdom shore north of Sarth.
  


  
    The Free Cities were essentially Keshian garrisons at the moment, and no ship had arrived from there since the truce had been declared. Also, no Free Cities ship in Krondor or Port Vykor was willing to attempt a run home, as their captains had no idea what to expect from their new masters. In sum, three fleets choked the waterways of the Bitter Sea, all ready for a fight at a moment’s notice, so Martin’s only recourse had been horseback.
  


  
    After their hasty meal, Jennings led Martin and Brendan to the marshalling yard, where a patrol of Krondorian regulars waited. “Sergeant Oaks,” said Jennings, “this is Prince Martin, the late king’s cousin.”
  


  
    Oaks nodded a greeting and then Martin said, “My brother Brendan.”
  


  
    “Highness,” said Oaks in greeting.
  


  
    “I think it better to have some proven soldiers rather than a pretty palace guard,” said Jennings. “Sergeant, the princes need an escort to Ylith. Please see they arrive there without difficulties.” He beat a hasty retreat, obviously relieved to see the brothers depart.
  


  
    “Without difficulties?” said Oaks in neutral tones.
  


  
    “I think he means alive,” said Brendan with a grin.
  


  
    Oaks returned the smile. “We’ll do our best, Highness.” He turned to his company of riders and shouted, “Mount up!”
  


  
    The twenty soldiers of Oaks’s patrol mounted in orderly fashion, obviously a battle-trained company.
  


  
    “Well,” said Brendan. “At least we don’t have to walk.”
  


  
    “There is that,” said Martin. He signalled for the sergeant to lead the company out of the palace yard in Krondor and toward the northern gate, which would put them on the King’s Highway to Ylith.
  


  



  • Chapter Three •


  


  Journey I


  
    

  


  
    Pug tumbled across the ground.
  


  
    Quickly coming to his feet, he stood ready to answer any threat that might be awaiting him. The passage through the vortex had been a new experience, something that was almost welcome, given his age.
  


  
    It had been like sliding through a tunnel that was slippery but not wet, with cascading lights and colours on all sides. He had been neither warm nor cold. If anything, there had been an absence of tactile sensation. Time also seemed suspended, so he couldn’t judge if he had been moving through the vortex for seconds, minutes, or hours.
  


  
    He shook his head to clear it and glanced around. He was in what appeared to be an alpine forest, at the edge of a meadow. Above him, the sides of a mountain reared up, so he judged he was at the highest point of foothills he would likely traverse without magic. Looking beyond the meadow, he made out a range of mountains receding away. He glanced at the position of the sun in the sky and judged that was south.
  


  
    He attempted a minor spell to see what conditions he would encounter and discovered the energy state was still not quite what he would expect as “normal” on Midkemia. He was somewhere else and apparently alone. He closed his eyes and attempted to reach out to the demon Child, in her Miranda form, and Magnus, as he had always been able to contact his wife and son that way.
  


  
    Silence.
  


  
    He waited in case they might be longer in reaching this planet than he had been. Nothing occurred for long moments until Pug was certain within himself he was alone, his companions elsewhere, perhaps even on different worlds.
  


  
    He took a deep breath, gauged the downhill slope and began walking.
  


  
    He made his way slowly down to the floor of the meadow. By any measure this was one of the most peaceful and lovely spots he had visited in a very long time. The air was not quite still, a breath of something not quite a breeze stirred the leaves in the trees and birds called out infrequently. A distant crack, perhaps a tree branch falling, was followed soon after by a bellowing challenge as some animal, perhaps something stag-like, demanded others honour his territory.
  


  
    Pug took a deep breath. A hint of fragrance told him that flowers were blooming. Wherever he was, it was surely spring.
  


  
    He chose not to use his magic to transport himself to the other side of the meadow, preferring to wring whatever peace he could from this moment. He knew that conflict was only a matter of time and this tiny bit of tranquillity might be his last.
  


  
    As he walked across the meadow, he saw a tiny tendril of smoke rising from the trees below. Reaching the edge of the meadow, he found a steep downslope leading to a flatter terrain a hundred feet down. What looked like a game trail presented itself nearby and he followed that down to what looked to be an old cart path. He followed that in the general direction of the smoke until another, smaller clearing appeared, and when he saw the source of the smoke he stopped.
  


  
    The cottage was identical to the one his mentor, Kulgan, occupied in the woods near Castle Crydee, when he wanted to be alone to contemplate, study, or just enjoy a little solitude with his companion Meecham.
  


  
    Pug found strong emotions rising, for he was certain that this was another accommodation to his senses, that the structure he observed was somewhat like the cottage he remembered, and that these woods were somewhat like the Green Heart and Forest of Crydee, but that his mind was allowed to manipulate them a little to put him more at ease.
  


  
    Part of Pug’s mind was captivated by the subtle, nuanced quality to this type of magic, and again he realized that the magic of conjuration and illusion were two areas of magic he had always intended to study more, but never seemed to find the time for it.
  


  
    He closed his eyes for a moment, used an old calming of the mind exercise he’d learned as a Tsurani Great One, used his skills to dispel illusions, then opened his eyes.
  


  
    Nothing had changed.
  


  
    He chuckled. Apparently the mind wants what it wants; no matter how much you think you’re controlling it, it’s controlling you. He knew he’d put that in a lesson to young magicians some years before, but had thought he was beyond that. He reminded himself ruefully of the last time he had blindly assumed he knew what he was doing, when he had attacked the demon Jakan and almost died as a result.
  


  
    That memory triggered the one following, where he had been forced to make a choice by Lims-Kragma, the Goddess of Death, that he would suffer through the deaths of everyone he loved as a price for returning to the land of the living and ending the threat from the Emerald Queen’s invading army.
  


  
    His mood no longer lifted by the pastoral beauty around him, he gave in to a moment of pique and willed himself to the threshold of the cottage. Raising his hand, he knocked three times.
  


  
    A familiar voice he had not heard in ages, but recognized instantly said, “Come in.”
  


  
    Pug could hardly believe his senses as he pushed open the door and immediately recognized the pungent aroma of tabac, a particular blend of mountain-grown aromatic from the foothills of Kesh. A portly figure in a grey homespun robe sat before a table upon which rested an open book. Blue eyes seemed to twinkle above a thick grey beard. “Well, you haven’t changed much in all these years, have you, Pug?”
  


  
    “Kulgan,” Pug whispered. Something told him this was no magic likeness before him, no creature of the mind fashioned to resemble someone he trusted, but somehow his old teacher, dead for more than a century, returned to this little cottage in the woods which so resembled where they had first met.
  


  
    Emotions long absent rushed up within Pug and his eyes welled up. A lifetime of the impossible had not prepared him for this, seeing again his first master, the man who had taken an orphaned kitchen boy and begun the education which had evolved Pug into the most powerful practitioner of magic on two worlds.
  


  
    Smiling, the old man rose and indicated a pot of water on an iron hook overhanging the fireplace. “Fetch that while I get us some tea.” As he moved away, he added, “We have a great deal to discuss, my old friend, and I’m sorry to say, little time in which to discuss it.”
  


  
    Pug stood rooted for a moment as he struggled with the urge to rush and embrace his boyhood teacher, or start asking questions. Then he smiled, nodded, and just did as he had been asked.
  


  
    Kulgan chuckled as he put the tea to steep. “I take it you are as surprised as I am,” he began, glancing over his shoulder at his former pupil.
  


  
    “A great deal has occurred since…”
  


  
    “I died,” supplied Kulgan. “Yes, exactly how long has it been?”
  


  
    “Over a century,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Hmmm,” mused the teacher. “So, continue.”
  


  
    Pug took a moment to breathe deeply. “I need help,” he said at last.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Kulgan.
  


  
    The cottage was not exactly as Pug remembered it, but he was at a loss to know if that was due to an imperfect replication or his own faulty memory. He asked, “Where are we? This is not your cottage in the woods south of the keep at Crydee.”
  


  
    Kulgan shrugged again. “I’m not certain. For here’s the thing, Pug: my last memory is lying sick abed in Stardock, Meecham hovering like a mother hen as he always did, having said my goodbye to you. Age weighed heavily on my soul and I was tired to the core of my being. Your generosity with the healing priests was appreciated: I was free of pain, but I knew my time had come.” He paused, a bemused expression crossing his wrinkled old visage. “I closed my eyes, then this odd thing… As I was drifting into darkness there was this momentary…” He shrugged. “I am not sure how to describe it, but a cut, as cold as the coldest ice or stone, slicing through my being, then suddenly it was gone, the pain vanishing before it registered, but so vivid that in the fading of life, it was my first recollection as, instead of arising in the halls of Lims-Kragma, I found myself there.” He pointed to the oversized bed in the corner of the room. “Apparently three or four hours ago.”
  


  
    He picked up the pot and poured Pug’s tea and his own, then indicated with a wave a small pot of honey. Pug shook his head, and Kulgan went on, “I felt wonderful. There is no looking-glass, but I suspect I am now a great deal younger than when I died.” He laughed. “It is an odd thing to say, isn’t it? My favourite robe was folded at the foot of the bed.” He plucked at the fabric. “My sandals, my staff too. After I had dressed, I wandered about a little, trying to determine where I was, and shouted, but no one answered.” He sat down opposite Pug and said, “When I returned, I found a lovely meal to break my fast and must admit to relishing every bite.” He pointed to a small washbasin of stone next to the stove. A tidy pile of dishes rested within. “I have no idea who prepared it for me. I had a faint hope it might have been my man Meecham, but I knew by then this was not Crydee. This is not Midkemia, is it?”
  


  
    Pug shook his head.
  


  
    Sighing, Kulgan said, “I really knew that. I feel too good, Pug. I don’t mean relative to my dying or even the last few years of life. I feel invigorated here in a way I haven’t since years before I met you, and while I’ve resisted the temptation to use any of my arts, I suspect they will prove effective beyond my expectation.”
  


  
    Pug smiled. Kulgan had had as quick an intuitive grasp of the underlying nature of magic as any being he had ever known. “There’s a heightened energy state in this world. We are in a different realm of magic, I think, than Midkemia. I suspect if you tried that trick of lighting your tabac pipe with a flame from your finger you might burn this cottage down.”
  


  
    Kulgan laughed and Pug was suddenly struck by how much he had missed that sound. A bittersweet pang followed that recognition, for as certain as Pug was about anything else, he knew this visit with his old mentor would be brief. He said, his voice heavy with emotion, “I have lost so many beloved friends, and you were first among them. It’s so good to see you again.”
  


  
    Kulgan’s blue eyes misted. He reached out and took Pug’s hand for a moment. “I suppose a summary of the past hundred years is impossible.”
  


  
    Pug laughed.
  


  
    “So, perhaps if there’s time later we might speak of what happened after I died. Though waking up here and finding you…” He peered at Pug for a moment, then smiled. “Slightly more grey than last I saw you was not something I expected.” He reached absently for the pouch where he kept his pipe and tabac and found it absent. “Ah,” he said in an aggrieved tone. “Not perfect!”
  


  
    Pug smiled. “The older I get, the less I know, Kulgan.”
  


  
    “It’s always thus,” answered the greybeard. “Still, our paths hardly crossed by chance, and one supposes in these circumstances that there’s little logic in having us flail about wondering why we’re here. What are you about these days and how do you require help?”
  


  
    “I am trying to save Midkemia,” said Pug, “and apparently a large chunk of the universe along with it. And I am far from home and uncertain how to return there.”
  


  
    Kulgan tapped his fingers absently. “It would be easier to think had I my pipe.”
  


  
    Suddenly his pipe and a bag of tabac appeared on the table.
  


  
    Both Pug and Kulgan looked around the cottage. “We are being observed,” Kulgan said. He opened the pouch eagerly, took a long sniff, then said in satisfied tones, “That’s the very thing!”
  


  
    Pug watched with an unexpected pleasure as his old teacher filled the bowl, and looked around for a taper, and saw one next to the small fire he had used for heating water for the tea. He reached over and with a wave of his hand caused the taper to come flying across the room. It smacked his palm hard enough that he recoiled. “That hurt!” he yelped.
  


  
    “I told you magic here would be… more intense,” said Pug.
  


  
    Leaning over to retrieve the taper, Kulgan said, “I’m glad I heeded you enough not to light it with my finger.” They both laughed.
  


  
    Kulgan lit his pipe and drew in a mouthful of pungent smoke, then let it out. “Ah!” Taking another, quicker pull, he blew out smoke and said, “So, let us be about this quickly, for I suspect our time together is limited.”
  


  
    Pug paused. So much was woven together in his own mind, going back to his very first encounter with the Dread when he and Tomas were searching for Macros the Black at the end of the Great Uprising. Quickly, he discarded all superfluous information and guided Kulgan through the evolution of his awareness of the various forces at play.
  


  
    “What I know and what I find highly probable is that an agency of vast destruction seeks entrance into our universe.” He briefly recounted his discovery of the Dasati world and what he had encountered there, and what he had learned from Nakor and Miranda about the demon realm, and concluded, “Apparently this universe or universes is an intertwined, organic thing, but like an onion, has many layers. So, to anticipate you, Kulgan, I have far more questions than I have answers. But I do know that something for many years has been trying to neutralize threats to its plan, through agencies brutal as well as subtle, on scales that defy understanding, but all with one aim: to enter Midkemia and either conquer or destroy it.” Pug continued his narrative, leading up to the discovery of the matrix on the Island of the Serpent Men and the trap that had apparently blown him into this world, wherever it was.
  


  
    Finishing, he said, “At first we of the Conclave assumed it was the Nameless One behind all that was underway, but logic dictates his madness is beyond understanding if he sought to enable the Dread’s entrance into our universe.”
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. “I’ve only heard of the Dread in legend, as some monstrous larger kind of Children of the Void.” He shook his head. “And of those I’ve only encountered one, the wraith who separated Tomas from us in the Mac Mordain Cadal.” He feigned a shiver. “That creature was dire enough. I can barely imagine what the Dread must be like.”
  


  
    “I’ve faced them, Kulgan. They are as bad as you fear, or worse.” Pug spoke without bravado. “What we do know is that the Dread have wandered into our realm in the past, but this time it seems to be something far more coordinated and with purpose. We do not know how many Dread exist, or where they come from— save some unimaginable place within the Void— or what their purpose is, but they are coming. And they are driving an army of demons before them.”
  


  
    “Assault troops, as it were,” supplied Kulgan.
  


  
    “It was years before we pieced together that the demons were not coming of their own volition. They were seeking either to escape and hide here, or to conquer at the bidding of false masters…” He shrugged.
  


  
    “One thing,” said Kulgan. He sighed. “I wish Tully were here. He was a wealth of knowledge on all things religious, not just his own order. He could answer this, perhaps?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    Kulgan looked thoughtfully at Pug. “Legend says that when a demon enters our realm, unconfined, one that is not summoned by a human and bound, or when a summoned demon escapes his bonds, then an opposing creature of a higher order, called an angel by some, appears somewhere on Midkemia and seeks out that demon. When they meet, they fight, and when one is triumphant,” Kulgan clapped his hands together, “they cancel one another out, returning to their respective realms. But if so many demons have entered Midkemia without summons, where are the opposing angels?”
  


  
    “I come seeking answers, and you provide me with another question!” Pug laughed.
  


  
    “Well, then, finish your narrative and I’ll see if there’s something you’ve missed.”
  


  
    Pug spoke briefly of Nakor and Miranda, omitting their names; Kulgan had briefly met Nakor only days before his death, while Pug’s first wife, Katala, was still alive. He also skipped the complexity of human memories grafted onto demons, merely casting them in the role of improbable demon allies. Given that the demons were being exploited by the Dread, the notion of an intelligent demon allying with humans didn’t seem all that improbable to Kulgan. He finished the narrative with the Pantathian trap and Kulgan sat back.
  


  
    At last he said, “Son?” His eyes narrowed.
  


  
    Pug saw that his attempt not to touch on that bit of his history had failed. “Years after Katala died, I met someone else. Her name was Miranda. We had two sons. She and my youngest, Caleb, were killed.” He felt no need to touch upon the subject of the mad necromancer, Leso Varen, also called Sidi, and the demons he had summoned to serve him. “Magnus is my older son. He’s quite the prodigy.”
  


  
    “Prodigy?” laughed Kulgan. “How old is the ‘lad’?”
  


  
    Pug was forced to laugh in turn. “Very well. He’s old enough to be a grandfather, but he’s always a boy to me.”
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. “As you were to me. Still,” he said, “you’ve grown to remarkable powers and I judge it safe to assume that since my death you’ve continued to master the magic arts.”
  


  
    “I do my best. But I’m at a loss as to how to return home.”
  


  
    “I can’t be of any help there, I’m afraid,” said Kulgan, settling back in his chair as he puffed on his pipe. “I’m really not sure why I’m here. Whatever agency snatched me from the brink of death and brought me here at this time must have its reason, but I am ignorant of what it is. Still, one can surmise, can’t one?”
  


  
    Pug smiled. “You used to chide me for leaping to conclusions.”
  


  
    “True, but it seems to me there were many different choices as to who met you here to help you, so why me?”
  


  
    Pug recognized that tone: after more than a few lifetimes, they were once more teacher and student. “There is a lesson to learn.”
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. “Given how far you’ve come, I seriously doubt there’s anything I know that you don’t.” He fixed Pug with the narrow gaze the magician had come to know so well when he was Kulgan’s student. “But I may help you to remember something you’ve forgotten.”
  


  
    “Such as?”
  


  
    Kulgan blew out a cloud of smoke. “There’s the nub of it.” He waved around the room. “We wouldn’t need all this if it was something easily recalled.”
  


  
    They chatted for what seemed like an hour when Kulgan tapped out his pipe in a stone tray designed to cradle it and deposit ashes until he could dispose of them. He sat back with a heavy sigh. “I am enjoying this, Pug, but I have a feeling creeping up on me, a sort of foreboding. There’s no sense of terror, rather a sense of inevitability. Whatever agency took that tiny little sliver of my life and held it for this meeting ensured that I would be alert and have full command of my faculties, but it’s becoming apparent to me time is running out. We must continue our discussions with more alacrity, Pug.”
  


  
    “I’m at a loss to know what it is I’m supposed to remember.”
  


  
    Kulgan glanced out the window at the failing light. “Let us walk, for it appears that a lovely evening is approaching and fresh air might give me that moment of brilliance we sorely require.”
  


  
    They exited the cottage and began hiking up the gentle path that led to the meadow above. “I found myself up there,” said Pug, pointing to the other side of the meadow.
  


  
    “Hmmm,” said Kulgan. “Let’s go take a look, just in case there is something there you missed on your arrival.”
  


  
    They crossed the meadow and suddenly Kulgan stopped, tilting his head. “Did you hear that?”
  


  
    “Hear what?” asked Pug, having only noticed the sound of the breeze in the branches, and the occasional forest noise— a bird call, or an animal moving through the brush.
  


  
    After a moment, Kulgan said, “Nothing.” He looked sad. “It’s nothing.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Pug. “You don’t look as if it’s nothing.”
  


  
    “It’s just an old man’s imagination, but I thought I heard my name called, from far away.” He let his voice drop. “I thought it was Meecham. Of all those I’ve left behind…” His voice fell to silence.
  


  
    “You were together a very long time,” Pug said quietly.
  


  
    “More than forty years.” He looked at Pug. “What became of him after I died?”
  


  
    Pug tried to be matter-of-fact. “He left Stardock. We never had word of him again. I assumed the memories were just too painful.”
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. “That was so like him. I always joked he’d have to die first, because I’d be reasonable about it, but he’d go off and crawl into a cave like a wounded bear and wait to die.”
  


  
    “Perhaps nothing so grim,” said Pug, suddenly feeling guilty for not having done more to locate Kulgan’s companion. He was a franklin, a free man in service, but over the years they had become so much more than master and servant, forging a deeper bond than most Pug had seen. Pug had thought at the time that if it was Meecham’s wish to leave, it wasn’t Pug’s place to stop him. Yet now, all these years later, he wondered if he hadn’t had a duty to Kulgan’s memory at least to keep a watch over the man.
  


  
    He glanced over and saw Kulgan’s expression and felt, not for the first time, that his old teacher could read his mind. “Perhaps nothing so grim,” he repeated softly.
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. “Let’s move on,” he said in flat tones.
  


  
    The silence between them highlighted the deep and oddly conflicted emotions Pug had felt since encountering Kulgan. Since his first confrontation with the demon Jakan, ending with Pug lingering at the point of death, he had been cursed with a prophecy, that he would die in futility, after having seen all he loved lost. During the Riftwar he had lost his boyhood friend, Squire Roland, killed by raiders as he tried to protect a herd of cattle. He hadn’t learned of his death until his return from Kelewan, after a dozen years of war were ended.
  


  
    Since then he had lost the two women he had loved most in the world, and the appearance of the demon Child in the guise of Miranda had reopened that wound as if it were fresh. Pug’s ability to move forward with the actions necessary to preserve his world only masked the pain that echoed from years gone by. As it had been with the three children he had outlived. No one, save perhaps his son Magnus, would ever see a hint of the pain Pug bore every day.
  


  
    Kulgan’s death, at least, had been a natural consequence of a mortal’s span. And he had died surrounded by those who loved him; yet now, finding himself in the presence of his old mentor, Pug again revisited that loss.
  


  
    Glancing around, he realized that the beautiful vista beyond the meadow, the magnificent range of mountains above, were all indifferent reminders of how fleeting life could be and how indifferent the universe was to a single life. Pug felt diminished.
  


  
    He stopped. “Kulgan, I think I understand.”
  


  
    Kulgan stopped and said, “What, Pug?”
  


  
    “Perspective,” said Pug softly. “This world is vast, and it is but a tiny part of a much larger universe. I feel humbled.”
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. He put his hand on his former student’s shoulder. “Greatness, smallness, these are relative concepts, Pug, and it is important to remember that. But this doesn’t change the fundamental reality that what stands before you is a challenge that seems trivial compared to the vastness of which you speak.” He narrowed one eye in an expression Pug had seen a thousand times before, one that showed he was coming to the point of a lesson. “But though the task before you seems trivial, the consequences may be anything but trivial in reality.” He nodded. “More than once I’ve taught you the lesson of the keystone, the one brick that when removed can bring the entire building down upon your head.”
  


  
    He pulled out his unlit pipe, a long churchwarden in style, and tapped Pug on the chest with it. “Just be outside the building when you do it,” he laughed.
  


  
    Pug tried to enjoy the mirthful tone, but inside he felt darkness gathering. “What I’ve lost sight of is the fundamentals of magic.”
  


  
    “Probably not,” suggested Kulgan, “but rather the simple roots of even the most complex causality; you look at a chaotic outcome, well, it’s easy to overlook that it may have begun with the simplest cause. A stray spark from this pipe I hold could eventually lead to a conflagration that would destroy this entire forest,” he added with a sweep of his hand.
  


  
    “And amid the chaos,” Kulgan continued, “it’s also easy to lose sight of multiple causes of an event. Consider a storm that lashes the Far Coast. You know from the time you were a boy that often the worst storms are not a single storm, but a convergence of two, one coming down the coast from the frigid north, the other sweeping in from the south-west where it’s warm and turbulent.” He left his pipe dangling from his mouth as he linked both hands together, fingers intertwined, and twisted his hands in a wrenching motion. “Together they combine to be so much more than each was separately.” He took his pipe from his mouth and tapped Pug on the shoulder with the tip. “Which then leads us back to where each storm comes from…”
  


  
    “I’m still not seeing this,” said Pug. “But I’m getting a sense of it.”
  


  
    “It’s about the fundamentals of things, Pug. What is the nature of a storm?”
  


  
    “I’m not sure what you’re asking. It’s a storm?”
  


  
    Kulgan sighed. “It’s all that time on Kelewan. Had you the knack for what those Tsurani call the Lesser Path of Magic…” He shrugged. “Anyway, had you studied weather magic—”
  


  
    Pug remembered a long conversation he had had with an elven Spellweaver named Temar. “Equipoise,” said Pug, and Kulgan stopped talking.
  


  
    A slow smile spread out over the old teacher’s face. “Equipoise? Go on.”
  


  
    “Storms are the most extreme examples of nature seeking balance, equipoise. There’s too much energy built up in one place and it seeks…” He shook his head. “The sphere! All different energy states. The difficulty of moving from one to another because of that. The magic needed to survive in higher states or lower states.”
  


  
    Kulgan nodded. “I have no idea what you’re talking about specifically, but if I’m guessing right, you’re on the right path.”
  


  
    “If you come to a higher energy state place, such as this one—” Pug waved his hand in a circle, indicating the entire world, “you need protection so that you don’t absorb energy too fast, don’t burn up from it. If you go to a lower state world, the entire environment sucks the energy right out of you, like a spider sucks an insect dry in its web.”
  


  
    “There you have it, then,” said Kulgan. “Your first clue, I expect. This all has something to do with the energy states of the sphere… whatever that may be.”
  


  
    “Ah, Kulgan,” said Pug with a sad laugh. “You have no idea—”
  


  
    Kulgan interrupted. “Did you hear that?”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I thought I heard…” He fell silent, then said, “Just an old man’s imagination. Let’s get back. I could use another cup of hot tea and some more of your company, my best student.”
  


  
    Pug laughed. “Your only student! I still recall the look on the other masters’ faces when you claimed me as apprentice on the day of my Choosing.”
  


  
    Kulgan chuckled. “I assume it’s safe to say that all of that is part of all of this. A plan, not of our own choosing, in which we are but pieces?”
  


  
    Pug nodded. “Apparently. For reasons not made clear to me, I was selected to live this life, to be the tool of the gods in this conflict.”
  


  
    “It’s a puzzle,” said Kulgan as he carefully stepped down off a slight rise in the trail and halted for a moment to fuss with his robe. “You were, I say with no judgment, a rather unremarkable child. I remember when you were brought to the castle, a foundling. As babies are, you were endearing. We were told that a scullery maid and a wandering soldier were your parents, and she handed you over to a mendicant friar of the Order of Dala, who brought you to Lord Borric. Certainly nothing remarkable was evident in you until that stormy night you came to my cottage in the woods.” He shook his head in memory. “When you sat before that scrying orb fashioned by Althefain of Carse for me, and without effort saw into the kitchen at Crydee Keep…” He clucked his tongue. “That was remarkable.”
  


  
    “I don’t remember it as effortless,” said Pug with a smile. “I had quite the headache after.”
  


  
    “You are a master, Pug. You know how remarkable it is for any user of magic to just… use it, without instruction and conditioning.”
  


  
    Pug nodded.
  


  
    They approached the cottage and Kulgan stopped. “Did you hear that? It was Meecham!”
  


  
    Pug turned and saw no one there. Where Kulgan had stood only a second before was now empty space on the trail, and suddenly he knew that this had been his last visit with his former mentor and that he would never again lay eyes on Kulgan in this life.
  


  
    He turned to enter the cottage, and before him stood only sparse woods cut through by the narrow game trail on which he stood. Of the cottage no hint remained. Instead, a thick tree stood in its place.
  


  
    A sudden shift in air pressure and a slight popping sound caused him to turn again, and where Kulgan had stood another vortex hung in the air. Pausing for only a moment as he wondered which agency was moving him towards what end, and deciding that was hopeless speculation and a waste of time, he took a breath and jumped into the vortex.
  


  



  • Chapter Four •


  


  Homeward


  
    

  


  
    Martin reined in his mount.
  


  
    The escort behind him also halted as they crested the rise. To their left squatted the abandoned fortification he had seen burning only short months ago, fired on his brother’s command in order to deny the use of it to the Keshians. Down the road ahead, they could see the distant walls of the city of Ylith.
  


  
    “Downright peaceful-looking, Highness,” observed Sergeant Oaks. The rangy, red-headed commander of the escort was the leader of one of Prince Edward’s best combat-proven patrols. Kesh might be observing the conditions of the truce, but trust was still a far distance away. And he didn’t wish to explain to Prince Edward why two of the last three remaining conDoin brothers were no longer among the living.
  


  
    Riding down the road, they were spotted by city lookouts long before they reached the south-eastern gate. As the company was clad in the tabards of Krondor and as the cease-fire had been honoured for some weeks now, the gate was opened and a familiar face greeted Martin.
  


  
    “Captain Bolton,” Martin said, with surprise and some pleasure. When they had first met, George Bolton had been an annoying, officious young man, his bluster covering his deep fear of showing himself a fool. Under Martin’s guidance he had turned into a competent officer, eager to do his best. He had even begun to manifest some military talent and a quiet courage before the truce.
  


  
    Martin and Brendan climbed down from their horses and shook hands with Bolton. “What news?” asked the acting city commander.
  


  
    Before Martin could answer, he was knocked a half-step backwards as Lady Bethany of Carse threw her arms around his neck in a hug so fierce he could barely breathe. Sergeant Oaks and Captain Bolton exchanged a look that conveyed barely contained amusement, while Brendan laughed openly. Martin held her tightly for a moment, then managed to say, “Let me breathe, Beth.”
  


  
    She loosened her hold on him, then kissed him and said, “I missed you so much. You were gone so long.” She wore the leather trousers, linen shirt, and leather archer’s vest she had taken to wearing on the wall when Martin had last seen her. Her hair was gathered up in an efficient knot behind her head. Even without the usual lip paint and powders, jewellery and gowns of the ladies of the court, he’d never seen anything more beautiful.
  


  
    He nodded. “I’ll explain everything when we’re alone.” Then he smiled and whispered into her ear.
  


  
    She stepped back, tears streaming down her face. “Really?”
  


  
    “Really.” Turning to Bolton, Martin said, “We need to deal with a number of matters.” He waved in the general direction of the mayor’s home, used by him as a command centre during the assault on the city by Keshian forces. “I’ll tell you all the news from the east once we’re seated. What’s the situation here?”
  


  
    “Better than when you left,” said Bolton. He set some of his men to quartering of the escort.
  


  
    Martin beckoned Sergeant Oaks to accompany them. Brendan said, “I’ll get everyone settled and catch up.” As Bethany clung to his arm and they walked towards the mayor’s house, Martin listened as Bolton reviewed the changes that had occurred since Martin’s departure. Bolton finished by saying, “So they’ve held fast to the ridgeline in the hills to the north-west, and down to some imagined line between the Free Cities and Yabon.” He shook his head as if somewhat confused. “They’ve been very quiet, content to do nothing, and if anything they’ve proved to be reasonable neighbours. They sent a message last week telling us that their outriders saw what looked to be a large band of Dark Brothers heading south towards the smaller game trails—” he looked at Martin as if waiting to be corrected, “—heading over the ridges into the Grey Towers and down to the Greenheart.” Martin merely nodded. “They were alerting us to possible raiding.”
  


  
    “That’s downright neighbourly,” Martin said.
  


  
    Bolton looked a little embarrassed. “And there’s been some, well, I guess you could call it ‘unofficial trading’ going on across the lines.”
  


  
    Now Martin was amused. “Keshian belt-buckles?”
  


  
    Bolton nodded. “How did you know?”
  


  
    “It’s been going on for years along the southern front.” He glanced over at Sergeant Oaks.
  


  
    “Sir,” said the veteran. “Kesh’s finer units, like those Leopard Guard, get some pretty equipment. They have these enamel-and-bronze belt-buckles.” He held up his hands with fingers and thumb forming a square about two by three inches and said, “Really fancy things with a leopard head. Fetches a nice bit of gold in the bazaar. It’s something of a joke among their sergeants that sooner or later every man loses a belt-buckle, usually after a bad run of luck gambling or after having met a particularly pretty whore.” Glancing at Bethany, he muttered, “Begging your pardon, m’lady.”
  


  
    Bethany just smiled at him.
  


  
    “They’re a novelty up here, I guess,” said Bolton as they turned the corner. “But it’s a bit odd, as we’re also getting reports that some stores heading here are being diverted to the Keshians.” He glanced at Martin to see if he might have done something wrong.
  


  
    “Not much you can do about that,” Martin reassured him. “Short of having patrols up and down every trail and road north and west of here, and that’s hardly practical.” He fell silent for a moment, then said, “As it stands, anything that lowers tension along the frontier is to be welcomed.” He glanced around to see if anyone might overhear. “I’ll have more to say on that when we’re alone, but for the time being consider yourself as having discharged your responsibilities in an admirable fashion.”
  


  
    Bolton looked visibly relieved.
  


  
    At the mayor’s house, Martin was greeted by Lily, the mayor’s daughter. “We haven’t much to offer by way of hospitality,” she said brightly.
  


  
    Glancing around the conference room where he, his brother and Bolton had met so often to discuss the defence of the city, Martin felt a sudden exhaustion. He had missed Bethany every moment he’d been away from her, but had managed to stay busy and keep that longing buried deeply. Now she was at his side, but duty required him to be on his way as soon as the horses were rested and a clear way into the Grey Towers was identified. “Whatever you offer is fine, Lily,” said Martin with fatigue creeping into his voice.
  


  
    “Vegetable stew and some hot bread,” said Lily cheerfully as she left for the kitchen.
  


  
    “Only water,” said Bolton, sitting opposite Martin and Bethany. “No ale coming from either Stone Mountain or the Grey Towers, and there hasn’t been a shipment of anything up the coast since the hostilities stopped. I expect that will change in a while. Every tavern and inn is making do. Some of the local stuff—” He made a face. “It won’t kill you, but it might.”
  


  
    Martin laughed. He said, “Water’s fine.”
  


  
    “Then a hot bath,” said Bethany, wrinkling her nose, “and some rest.”
  


  
    Oaks and Bolton exchanged quick glances, but neither said a word.
  


  
    “Lily,” said Martin when the girl returned with a tureen of hot stew. “Where is the mayor?”
  


  
    “He’s out and about, checking on the outlying farms to see who’s still around, who’s hiding what, trying to get commerce moving again, and get some food flowing into the city once more. It’s getting better, but we’re living on stores usually put up for winter. People are tired of fish stew and boiled potatoes and would welcome a little change. It’s not until goods stop arriving you realize how much of what you take for granted comes from far away. All that fruit from Queg and farther south. I haven’t had a good piece of fruit in months,” she said wistfully.
  


  
    She left for the kitchen again and Bolton said, “Lots of chaos after you left, Highness. The mayor and a few of the more influential merchants headed up north to see if they could organize some sort of temporary governance while all the nobles were gone. Recruit some local lads to act as a constabulary of sorts, so the farmers would risk bringing their crops into the city.”
  


  
    Lily returned with bowls, a platter of fresh, hot bread, a pot of butter and spoons.
  


  
    Just then Brendan arrived and, smelling the stew, exclaimed, “Perfect! I’m starved.” With a grin he added, “Hello, Lily!”
  


  
    She gave him a playful kiss on the cheek and he sat down. As the three hungry travellers began to eat, Martin looked at George and said, “What else?”
  


  
    Bolton quickly resumed his summary. “The Keshian commander we faced, and his Leopard Guard, have been withdrawn, either recalled or moved somewhere else along the Far Coast. The fellow they’ve left in charge is some sort of… I’m not sure what to call him. He uses the title ‘premier,’ whatever that means.”
  


  
    Martin said, “Really? That means he’s a military governor, not a soldier.”
  


  
    Bethany said, “I’m impressed.”
  


  
    “While you and Brendan were out shooting things with arrows, I was studying.” He asked Bolton, “What’s the disposition of their troops?”
  


  
    “Mostly militia, but enough veteran dog soldier infantry that if you’re thinking of retaking Crydee, you’d best wait for the Armies of the West to get back here.”
  


  
    Martin shook his head. “Long wait, I’m afraid. They’re all camped on the Fields of Albalyn.”
  


  
    Bolton and Oaks exchanged glances, but neither said a word. Finally the old sergeant said, “We’ve heard rumours.”
  


  
    “I am certain you have,” said Martin.
  


  
    Brendan added, “It’s no rumour. That’s where Prince Edward is camped.”
  


  
    Bolton waited and when Martin stayed silent, he said, “So, we have had a few stragglers wander out of Crydee… Commander?”
  


  
    Martin smiled. Bolton was waiting for him to clarify the situation. Was he back in charge and what was his current rank?
  


  
    “Under instruction from Lord James of Rillanon, I’m currently ‘Your Highness,’ as I am somehow still considered royalty; but for the sake of all our sanity, Martin will do. You’ll remain in command here, George. In fact, I think it safe to say you’re going to find that the rank of captain isn’t a temporary one now. And I’m going to presume on my royal prerogative to also give you military authority for all of Yabon, should anyone from LaMut or Yabon City presume to question you.”
  


  
    “Why would anyone question me?”
  


  
    “You’ve a lot to learn about politics, George,” said Brendan with a grin.
  


  
    Martin tried to suppress a yawn. “Now that a truce is in place, we’re in transition, and out of chaos arises opportunity. I will bet you a golden sovereign that when Lily’s father returns, he’ll report that someone from the north with a self-appointed title and a retinue of scruffy guards has named himself Baron of This, or Earl of That, or someone else will turn up within a few more weeks claiming some privilege or another, and seeing your age will try to browbeat you into accepting their orders.
  


  
    “Confidence tricksters, charlatans, minor nobles with ambition, whoever it may be, feel free to toss them into the local gaol and wait for whoever does return from Prince Edward’s encampment.” He again tried to suppress a yawn. “I have to travel into the mountains and do some exploring for Duke James and whoever turns out to be our next king. So, after my men have rested, I’ve got a Keshian premier to bribe and a guide to find, and some back country to scout. But for now, a bath, and some sleep.” Rising as if his joints were a hundred years older than he was, Martin said, “If you need me, feel free to wake me.”
  


  
    Sergeant Oaks made a half-hearted response that indicated that unless the city was on fire, Martin would sleep through the night.
  


  
    Brendan said, “I’ll quarter with the men.” He tried to look serious, but could barely contain his mirth; he usually shared quarters with his brother, but he suspected the young lovers might need their privacy.
  


  
    Martin followed Bethany to the room he had previously occupied with Brendan and found a clawed-foot brass-and-porcelain tub set in the middle of the room. It was filled with steaming hot water. Martin looked at Bethany with a questioning expression.
  


  
    “We found it up in the old keep, and Lily convinced George to fetch it down so we wouldn’t have to use that old wooden horror her father has kept here far too long.”
  


  
    “Small pleasures are a gift in times like these,” said Martin, stripping off his clothing.
  


  
    Wrinkling her nose, Bethany gathered them up and tossed them outside the door. “Getting you clean is hardly a small pleasure. You positively reek.”
  


  
    “A week’s hard riding.” A satisfied sigh followed as he lowered himself into the hot water. He lay back and slowly slid down the smooth porcelain tub until his head was completely underwater, then slid back up, his hair soaked. Instantly he felt Bethany’s fingers applying soap to his scalp, a creamy concoction she used. It had a floral fragrance, but Martin was too tired to complain. Besides, it did smell better than the usual harsh soaps his father had stocked at Crydee, composed of lye, tallow or oil, ash, and some attempt at a scent with whatever the soap-maker had at hand. This aromatic soap must be something Lily’s father had bought before the war from one of the finer soap-makers in Queg.
  


  
    Martin closed his eyes and let the warmth soak into his bones, thinking that whatever else one might say about the Quegans, they knew how to make luxury goods: silken garments to rival the finest in Kesh, wines equal to the best in the Kingdom, jewellery and cut gems without equal. His thoughts drifted off for what seemed a moment, until he felt Bethany push at him gently and whisper in his ear, “None of that, now. You’re off to bed for some rest.”
  


  
    He blinked awake and realized he must have dozed off for the water was cool. “I thought about climbing in with you,” she whispered in his ear, “but you’re farther gone than I thought in the kitchen.”
  


  
    He grinned. “I might surprise you.”
  


  
    “Get to bed and maybe we’ll find out, but sleep first!” Her expression was concerned as she handed him a towel. “You don’t plan on lingering, do you?”
  


  
    “I’ve got my orders,” he said, drying off. “With the nasty business shaping up in the east, Lord James is desperate to know exactly what we face, and everything we can deduce from the madness of this last war tells us that whoever was behind that pointless bloodshed wants the bulk of the Kingdom’s army as far away from the Grey Towers as possible. So that’s where I need to go poke around.”
  


  
    Bethany tossed Martin an oversized nightshirt, belonging to Lily’s father, most likely, and said, “Get some sleep. If you wake for the evening meal, fine; otherwise I’ll let you sleep through.”
  


  
    “Don’t let me sleep through the night.”
  


  
    She came over and sat on the side of the bed. “As much as I’ve missed you, my darling, I think rest is what you need most now.”
  


  
    Bethany wasn’t clear at which precise point Martin had fallen asleep, but he was soundly sleeping by the end of her sentence. She shook her head, torn between slipping between the sheets with him and letting him rest, then let caution overrule desire. He needed whatever respite he could seize during this time in Ylith. Tomorrow he would undoubtedly be away on the Crown’s errand, and she wished him to be in possession of all his wits and resources.
  


  
    As she started to rise, he reached up and grabbed her belt, yanking her back into bed. She shrieked in surprise. Wrapping his arms around her, he whispered in her ear, “I’m not that tired.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The next morning it was a very refreshed if not entirely rested Martin who came down to break fast. He was pleased to see that the mayor had returned and quickly got brought up to date on conditions north of Ylith. Captain Bolton and Sergeant Oaks were already at the table. Martin looked around them and said, “I’m very pleased to see how well you’ve all done since I left.”
  


  
    The mayor said, “We try. Fishing is reasonable, given how far out the boats go— there are a great many warships still on the water— but with all the people who fled when the Keshians arrived, we don’t have as many mouths to feed as before the war.” He fell silent for a second and Martin realized he was also considering those who had died. “Still,” he added brightly, “we’re starting to see some farm produce coming into the city. Higher-than-usual prices have lured farmers previously reluctant to venture from home during the fighting, and while the produce is not of highest quality, it suffices.”
  


  
    “Some of the townswomen had vegetable gardens,” said Lily. “Rather than merely store the produce for next winter, they’re selling it at market on Sixthday.”
  


  
    “We get along,” said the mayor.
  


  
    “Well, if this peace lasts, we’ll see a return to normality, at least in Yabon,” said Martin.
  


  
    “What of the Far Coast?” asked the mayor.
  


  
    “We don’t know. Earl Robert—” he glanced at Bethany whose expression turned sombre at mention of her father, “—and the other western lords are with Prince Edward. Until the new king is chosen, I don’t see any of them coming back.
  


  
    “I was told Carse and Tulan held fast as Crydee fell, so we can hope they’re still secured, but cut off from communication.”
  


  
    “I hope you’re right,” said Captain Bolton.
  


  
    Martin paused, then asked, “What about the deployment of the Keshians along this front?”
  


  
    Bolton rose from the table and returned with a map. “They’re dug in along a line from here—” he pointed to a game trail in the forest to the south of the road to Crydee, “—to here: just draw a line north and south a bit from their barricade at the rise.” His finger stopped at another point a mile north of the road. “I think it’s for show, as if they were concerned we might mount some sort of offensive back into Crydee. They patrol, but their hearts aren’t in it.”
  


  
    “What makes you say that?” asked Sergeant Oaks.
  


  
    “They send one patrol to the south in the morning and it returns by lunch. Then, after lunch, they send the same patrol to the north and it’s back by nightfall.” He laughed. “We can see them from the western wall. It’s got so predicable my men place bets on which Keshians get sent out. My men are convinced it’s some sort of punishment duty, as the patrollers look either dejected or annoyed when picked. My lads have even given them names. There’s Fatty, Droopy, Thunder Gut—”
  


  
    “Thunder Gut?” asked Martin.
  


  
    Bolton grinned. “Apparently he can fart so loud you can hear him on the wall.”
  


  
    “No? Really! That’s a quarter mile away!”
  


  
    Oaks didn’t look convinced. “I don’t know about the names, but soldiers get good at reading the mood of other soldiers. If they’re sending out patrols as a matter of punishment, the captain’s right; they’re doing it for show.”
  


  
    Martin thought about this, then said, “I had been instructed by Lord James and his grandson that a cautious approach was needed, a discreet bribe to get a small squad across the frontier on the excuse of needing to return to Crydee to recover some family heirlooms, as if any might not have been plundered already. I always thought a better approach would be for the Keshians to not know we crossed the line at all.”
  


  
    “That should be easy enough if you’re careful, Martin,” said Bolton. “If you sneak out at night down the coast toward the Free Cities, just shy of the Keshians’ first checkpoint on the road to Natal, lie low for the day, then head up into the woodlands and find a game trail.” He shrugged.
  


  
    “I think I have a better idea,” said Martin. “How far behind the lines does that old bolt-hole from the castle extend?”
  


  
    Bolton said, “Only a few dozen yards, really. It’s awfully close to the Keshian line, Martin.”
  


  
    “But if we come out after their last patrol of the day has returned to their camp, and we’re quiet enough, we can loop around behind their camp and be halfway up the mountain by sunrise.”
  


  
    “If those elves up there let you get that close,” said Bolton. “We heard a rumour that a Keshian patrol got too close to their city and were routed. I don’t know how true that is. We heard it from a refugee from Walinor, up in the foothills. He and his family managed to get out when the Keshians turned south towards Hu-sh. Before they left, he said they sent that patrol up into the Grey Towers, and not many of them came back. A few of the Keshian soldiers complained about their commander’s decisions in earshot of some of the townspeople before they left for Hu-sh.” He looked at Martin and added, “It’s your mission, Highness, and it’s a bold plan.” He smiled. “Glad it’s you climbing that pile of rocks, and not me.”
  


  
    “You’ll have your hands full enough for a while, George. I suspect it’s going to be some months before the Duke of Yabon or any of his vassals return. You’re going to be in command of what’s left of the military for all of Yabon.”
  


  
    “Not that it’s much,” said Bolton. “I can barely scrape together a decent-sized patrol once a week to ride up to LaMut. We only get word from Yabon through LaMut. The Hadati tribes along the northern foothills keep things pretty peaceful up there: they’re not kind to renegades trading with the Brotherhood of the Dark Path, but banditry along the roads south of there is starting to be a problem.”
  


  
    “We’ll see what we can do,” said Martin, “once I get back.”
  


  
    “You’re not taking all the lads,” said Oaks. “We could take a small patrol up to Yabon and back. Show the colours, as it were.”
  


  
    Martin calculated. “I’ve hunted in those mountains since I was a boy.”
  


  
    A slight clearing of her throat from Bethany told Martin what she thought of that, given that he was a terrible bowman.
  


  
    “I have hunted in the Grey Towers from the Crydee side all my life.” He turned to Oaks. “Ignore her.”
  


  
    “Ignoring the lady, Highness,” said Oaks, his stoic demeanour barely hiding his amusement.
  


  
    “I’m not taking any of your men, Oaks. They’re good soldiers, but none of them are mountain-trained.” Turning to Bolton, Martin said, “Get me four of your best hunters or trackers, George. I want lads who know how to move through the woods quietly.”
  


  
    Bolton nodded and stood up. “Best we go at sunset tonight.”
  


  
    Bethany’s expression revealed she was not happy, but she said nothing.
  


  
    Martin said, “It was suggested we bribe the Keshians to slip past their lines, but I’d rather as few people as possible know what we’re doing. That bolt-hole from the old keep is on the other side of the line.”
  


  
    Bolton said, “That side, but barely.”
  


  
    “And if we come out after their last patrol heads back to the camp by the road…?”
  


  
    “That assumes they’re being sloppy and not leaving pickets out along the line, Highness,” said Sergeant Oaks.
  


  
    Captain Bolton said, “They’ve grown lax. My best appraisal is that they’re bored and waiting for orders.”
  


  
    “To do what?” wondered Martin aloud.
  


  
    Bolton shrugged. “Gods know, Highness. I don’t. None of this makes sense.”
  


  
    Martin explained in brief what Lord James had told the brothers about the pointlessness of the war.
  


  
    When he finished, Bolton nodded. “Well, if the object of the exercise was to throw the region into total chaos, they’ve succeeded. From Yabon City to LaMut, we’ve barely got five hundred of what could reasonably be called fighting men. Mostly old veterans and boys, some town militia who didn’t go marching off under the Duke of Yabon’s banner, and our little garrison here; and, as I’ve said, I’ve barely enough here to mount a decent patrol. Our lads are either watching the Keshians, or getting ready to escort farmers to the city when the mayor says it’s time. The Keshians have also withdrawn the heart of their forces. After that Premier fellow, the highest-ranking soldier I’ve seen up on that barricade when I’ve ridden close, appears to be some sort of sergeant of militia.” Bolton let out a slow breath. “I hope you don’t think me presumptuous, Highness, but I think with your own detachment and the garrison here, we could probably roll over that line up on the ridge.”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “No doubt, but to what end?” He looked at the map as if trying to see something he’d missed and spoke almost to himself. “We might be able to retake Crydee if we hit them hard and fast and they haven’t rebuilt what I destroyed on the way out. But…” He looked at the others. “Our countryside is now populated with Keshians, most of whom I suspect do not speak the King’s Tongue. Shall we ride out, greet them as new subjects and inform them of when the tax roll will be posted and where to gather to give their due to their new lords? If we get true peace with Kesh, it will be years before we hold anything, truly, north of Carse. We can repopulate Crydee Keep and Jonril’s garrison, but beyond that… My grandfather never got around to rebuilding the old garrison at Barran.” He slowly shook his head. “Even if we could hold Crydee and Jonril, everything north of Carse will be as wild as the Northlands, I fear, for years to come.”
  


  
    He glanced at the faces around him, and smiled. “We’ll worry about retaking old territories some other time. Right now we’ve got to find out what’s going on up in those mountains, and I think our best chance to get up there quickly will be to come out of the old keep and straight across the road behind the Keshian line and take the old West Rim game trail.”
  


  
    He stood up. “We’ll head up to the old fortress and rest. After their last evening patrol we’ll head out of the bolt-hole, make straight across the western road and up into the hills. By midnight we’ll be high enough above their position that they’ll never know we passed by.”
  


  
    Bethany looked at Martin and said, “And…?”
  


  
    Martin smiled and said, “Oaks, I’m leaving you here as second to Captain Bolton. George, find those lads I need and have them meet me at the old keep in an hour.”
  


  
    Bethany smiled, turned and walked towards the stairs without further comment. Martin attempted to look oblivious as he waited for what he hoped would be an appropriate moment to pass; then Bolton said, “Sorry, Highness, but it’s probably going to take two hours to organize the scouting party.”
  


  
    “Well,” said Martin, following Bethany. “Two hours, then.”
  


  
    He hurried up the back stairs while Bolton and Oaks stifled their laughter.
  


  



  • Chapter Five •


  


  E’bar


  
    

  


  
    Martin signalled.
  


  
    The four hunters behind him halted. They were two hours past the Keshian roadblock on the highway between Ylith and Crydee. They had easily passed to the west of that position and moved quickly into the foothills of the Grey Towers mountains. They had executed Martin’s plan without a hitch, crossing the King’s Road from Ylith to Crydee and getting high into the mountains. They made a cold camp there and rested until sunrise. Now they’d been hiking for several hours and Martin sensed something was amiss.
  


  
    He listened to a faint sound from behind them and indicated that the four hunters from Ylith should move to either side of the trail, out of sight. He moved as quietly as he could back the way they had just come. It was nearing noon, so there were few hiding places around the trail. The trees were not particularly dense here, but a few clumps of brush and some tightly packed large boles provided him with cover.
  


  
    Martin was perhaps half a dozen yards down the trail when a familiar voice said, “If I were a Keshian assassin, you’d be dead, my love.”
  


  
    Slowly turning, his expression one of exasperation, he said, “Beth?”
  


  
    She stepped out from behind a nearby tree trunk. “Congratulations on hearing me. I didn’t think you would after I caught up with you, two hours after you passed the roadblock.”
  


  
    Martin was still tired and already feeling the pressure of leadership. Now he felt close to rage at being disobeyed by the woman he loved. As if reading his mind, she said quietly, “Before you make a fool of yourself, listen. You don’t want these lads from Ylith thinking you can’t control a woman. Especially when them obeying you might be the difference between the success of this mission and death. I know you take your duties very seriously, Martin, but there are going to be times you’ll need to listen to me. I really didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
  


  
    Whispering through clenched teeth, he said, “Then why did you put me in this position, Beth?”
  


  
    “Because I love you, even though you’re an idiot at times.” She put her hand on his arm. “Of the five of you, you’re the only one who’s spent time on the west side of the Grey Towers. These men may be able hunters and trackers, but this is new territory for them. Odds are almost certain you’re the worst bowman and hunter in the band. You don’t have a tenth of my skill and knowledge. While you were studying history and language, my father and I were hunting from the Straits of Darkness to Elvandar.”
  


  
    Martin knew the last to be an exaggeration, but not by much, so he said nothing.
  


  
    She moved closer. “Martin, I love you with all my heart, but if I can keep you safe, I will do just that, no matter what orders you think I must follow. Now, do we understand each other?”
  


  
    “Beth—” His tone left no doubt that at that moment there was no understanding, just a young man feeling betrayed and embarrassed.
  


  
    She cut him off. “Look, why are you following this trail?”
  


  
    He blinked, as if he didn’t understand the question. “Because it’s leading us up into the peaks, towards where the Star Elves have built their city.”
  


  
    “And you call yourself a student of history,” she said softly.
  


  
    “What?” he asked.
  


  
    “The Tsurani invasion. Surely you studied the maps.”
  


  
    “Of course I did…” He let his voice fall off and his anger drained away as he realized what she was saying. “This is the crest trail, the false trail, isn’t it?”
  


  
    She nodded. “This trail ends five miles ahead at an impassable ravine. It’s why both the Kingdom nobles and the Natalese Rangers left it unguarded. You want the trail a half-mile downslope.”
  


  
    Feeling foolish, he said, “Thank you, but you could have reminded me back in Ylith.”
  


  
    “You’d just get lost somewhere else. We have many days of travel ahead, my love, and who knows what will be waiting for us the closer we get to those elves? Either Brendan or I would double your chances to survive, and admit it, I’m a better choice than Brendan; I’ve travelled these trails more and I’m a better archer.”
  


  
    Finally Martin turned, motioning for her to follow. He whistled and the four hunters from Ylith appeared from cover. “Tom, Jack, Will, and Edgar; Lady Bethany of Carse.”
  


  
    Tom and Jack were brothers, fourteen and fifteen years of age. They had been too young to fight when the Keshians had first arrived in Yabon, but were now keen to do their bit. Will looked to be in his fifties, with his grey hair and a sallow complexion, but his eyes were sharp and focused. Edgar was a slightly stout man with a bald pate, grey beard, dark eyes and the shoulders of a brawler. All held bows and moved like experienced hunters. Tom and Jack exchanged glances, but neither of them spoke.
  


  
    “She’ll be taking point,” Martin told them. “Let’s go.”
  


  
    Beth said, “If memory serves, there’s a dry streambed ahead we can use to get downslope to the next trail.” She spoke as if this was the expected route and no one said a word. The four hunters from Yabon might not know the young prince well enough to say for certain, but all of them were convinced he was in no mood for questions.
  


  
    Beth set off at a slow trot and the others followed in line.
  


  
    

  


  
    Days passed quietly. The forest above was thin as they followed the upper game trails. This part of the Grey Towers was below the timberline at the peaks, but still high enough that the foliage was less dense, hence less difficult to pass. It also made it easier to be seen if they weren’t careful, but Bethany was proving to be a skilled trail-breaker.
  


  
    Martin was still nursing his injured pride five days into the march, but it was fading as he was forced to admit her reasoning was borne out by the ease with which she led the party. Several times she negotiated them around difficult spots that would have confounded him, forcing him to double back and find another path.
  


  
    They ate trail rations, avoiding campfires at night, so this foray lacked any sense of the fun Martin and Bethany had known hunting with their fathers. There was a quiet urgency and earnestness about the mission that was more sobering than any admonition Martin could have made. Everyone knew lives were at stake, their own and others’.
  


  
    Bethany would rise at dawn and move off at a distance to relieve herself. She had instructed Martin and the four hunters in ways to relieve themselves leaving as little evidence as possible. At first Martin thought she was showing off her trail skills, but after a few days he realized that their body odour could betray their whereabouts. Bethany had taught them how to bathe in a cold stream and rid their garments of stench, using rocks and some oil pressed out of pine bark. Martin had stood guard while she bathed and the five men had rotated guard duty while cleaning themselves.
  


  
    On the fifth day of their journey the rains came.
  


  
    Even in midsummer, the weather on the west side of the Grey Towers could turn suddenly. Driving rain, even hail, was not uncommon. They were on the “wet” side of the mountains, as the trail they followed from the road looped to the west of the peaks; storms off the Endless Sea would drench the west face of the peaks, leaving the east side of the mountains dry. Enough rain got over the peaks that the east faces were replete with rivers and streams, rendering the mountain pastures and lower meadows fertile farm land, providing many of the cash crops shipping from the ports of the Free Cities, but they were less plagued with marsh-like depressions, stagnant pools and mosquitoes. Martin decided that in addition to what the history books said about the Keshian colonization of Bosania, the simple truth was that the east side of the Grey Towers was just a nicer place to live than the west side, which is why it was more densely populated.
  


  
    The troop was less troubled by the terrain than by keeping dry: for much of that fifth day they all huddled under a granite overhang that provided some shelter. In the last hours of the afternoon the storm blew out, and the late sun found the six members of Martin’s scouting party standing, arms outstretched, catching as much of the sun as they could to accelerate drying out, looking like nothing so much as a group of turkey buzzards trying to warm themselves in the sun.
  


  
    Martin was concerned, not about the discomforts of the trail, but because so far they had encountered no sign of the elves. From what he had been told, these so-called Star Elves were a city race, unlike their cousins in Elvandar. Their trail-craft and wood-lore was no better than that of most humans, and inferior to that of the Rangers of Natal and the Pathfinders of Krondor. Still, if Martin’s estimation was correct, they were less than two days from their city of E’bar, and should be seeing signs of patrols or sentries.
  


  
    But there had been nothing.
  


  
    The dawn of the sixth day saw six tired, hungry, miserable scouts moving up a small draw, which should have emptied out into a woodland meadow just north of the Great Rift Valley, as it had come to be known. Here was where the Tsurani had breached space to invade Midkemia through a magic rift. To the south of that spot the taredhel were reputed to have constructed a remarkable city. Little was known about it, for few humans were known to have survived seeing it. The only reason Martin knew where to look was because of information provided him by Jim Dasher before leaving Rillanon. Apparently those who had visited and survived were members of the mysterious Conclave of Shadows.
  


  
    Martin knew there were still many things he didn’t know; and having to proceed without a clear plan was bringing him to the limits of frustration. “Go there and look around,” Lord James and Jim Dasher had said. Martin had no idea what it was he was looking for, or even if he’d recognize something important if he blundered across it. More than he would ever admit, he was relieved that Bethany was with him. She possessed an innate sense of how things should be organized and saw details where Martin saw patterns: between the two of them they stood a fair chance of the mission succeeding. What Martin didn’t like was the possibility of failure, especially where she was involved.
  


  
    Bethany raised her hand.
  


  
    Martin and the others stopped.
  


  
    A voice cried out in a language none of them understood, and suddenly they were surrounded by very tall, angry elves. Martin’s sword had barely cleared its scabbard before he was struck by a balled fist across the cheek, and swallowed up by darkness.
  


  
    

  


  
    Martin awoke with a groan. His head throbbed and he had trouble focusing his eyes for a moment. He found himself a short distance away from a fire, and reckoned he must have been unconscious for at least three hours, for it was clearly just after sunset. Along with Bethany and the others, he lay under a lean-to shelter. Like the others, his hands were tied behind his back, so contriving to sit upright took a little effort and each exertion caused his head to pound, and then he sat up with a grunt. Once he had exchanged silent nods confirming that everyone was more or less intact, Martin took a good look around.
  


  
    Surrounding them was an encampment of elves, but they looked nothing like those elves who had visited Crydee from Elvandar over the years. These were unusually tall and most were blonde, though there were a few with darker tresses or red hair. At least half seemed to be wearing a uniform of some fashion: a blue tunic over which a cuirass of polished steel was fitted. A few were wearing white lacquered armour and matching helms. All appeared to be sporting injuries of some fashion.
  


  
    Bethany whispered, “Are you all right?”
  


  
    “I was about to ask that of you,” he replied in a low voice. “Except for a throbbing head, I’m all right.” He glanced around. “Where are we?”
  


  
    “I’m not sure,” she said. “We were ambushed and taken without injury. They seem to want us alive.” She nodded towards the four hunters who all sat silently. “We were bound and blindfolded. I think we’re maybe an hour or less from E’bar, if it’s where we think it is. We’re in the valley.” With her chin she pointed and Martin could make out a faint glimmer from the setting sun playing off peaks opposite where they rested. The eastern rim of the valley was higher than the rest so while they were quickly entering shadows, there was some illumination still.
  


  
    “Has anyone talked to you?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “They seem rather too busy.”
  


  
    Martin watched the camp and noted that while no one was moving frantically, there was a sense of urgency about these elves. The economy of motion that blessed their race masked an intensity that betrayed itself by glimpses and hints. “There’s something going on.”
  


  
    Bethany nodded towards the south. “See anything?”
  


  
    Martin craned his neck. In the falling twilight he could make out a faint red glow coming from the south. “What is that?” he asked.
  


  
    “I have no idea,” she responded. “At first I thought it might be a trick of the light, some reflection of the sunset off a cloud, but as it got darker that glow continued.”
  


  
    They both looked on in silence, wondering what was in store next.
  


  
    

  


  
    Time seemed to drag, as none of the elves seemed aware of their presence, let alone concerned with their comfort. Finally, the burly, bald-headed hunter, Edgar, said, “If they don’t cut me loose soon, Highness, I’m going to be sitting here in a pool of my own piss.”
  


  
    One of the elves who was sitting near a fire a dozen yards away turned and looked at the captives. He stood up and slowly walked over to the lean-to and knelt on one knee before Edgar. Pulling out his large belt knife, he cut his bonds and in a slightly accented Common Tongue— the trading language around the Bitter Sea— he said, “Go over there.” He pointed with the dagger and indicated a spot some distance from the camp. “We’ve dug a trench.”
  


  
    Edgar said, “Ah… thank you.” He got up on what were obviously stiff knees after having sat on the ground for hours and hobbled off.
  


  
    “Come back when you’re finished, human,” said the Star Elf. “You do not want to be out there in the dark alone and unarmed.”
  


  
    The elf then looked at Martin. “Highness?”
  


  
    Martin hesitated, then said, “I’m Martin conDoin, brother to Duke Henry, cousin to the late King Gregory.”
  


  
    The elf was silent, then nodded once, stood and walked away. He walked past the spot where he had been sitting, circled around the large campfire and vanished into the gloom in the trees beyond the clearing.
  


  
    “What was that?” asked Bethany.
  


  
    “I do not know,” said Martin.
  


  
    Edgar returned a little while later and seeing the elves unconcerned with his coming and going, he knelt behind Martin and untied him. Martin’s arms felt as if they were shot through with needles as he moved them slowly, getting his circulation back. Bethany and the others were quickly freed, and when they had all moved enough to regain some sense of comfort, Bethany said, “What now?”
  


  
    Martin said, “I don’t know. Look.” He indicated the large contingent of elves a short way off. “No one seems to care we’re unbound.”
  


  
    Edgar said, “I think it’s what that elf said, about being out there unarmed.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” asked Martin.
  


  
    Edgar said, “I’ve been a hunter all my life, Highness. I know when something unseen is nearby; you can hear things, sense things. There are… things out in those woods and I think we don’t want to go there.”
  


  
    “So what?” asked Tom. “We wait?”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “We wait. If these elves wanted to harm us, they would have done so by now. I’m getting the distinct impression they see us as something of a nuisance. They’re preoccupied with other matters.”
  


  
    “Looks like they’ve come though a pretty nasty fight, Highness,” said Will.
  


  
    Occasionally a wounded warrior would appear, either staggering in alone or being helped by another, who would turn and trot back into the forest to the south towards the faint red glow. The elves in the camp attended the wounded, dressing injuries, providing food and water, or simply letting them rest. Once an elf with a bandaged leg rose from his rest, picked up his weapons and hobbled off down the trail leading to the south.
  


  
    Time passed and suddenly three elves walked purposefully toward them. Martin stood up. The two flanking elves were obviously warriors, bedecked in the white-and-pale-blue uniforms he had seen mixed in with the other warriors, and the one in the centre wore an ornate blue robe, but one now stained with mud and blood. He sported a large bruise on the left cheek as well as a heavily bandaged right arm.
  


  
    “You’re a prince of Kesh or the Kingdom?” he asked Martin.
  


  
    Fighting back the need to explain, Martin simply said, “Kingdom. Yes.”
  


  
    If the elf had reservations, he kept them to himself. Instead he just said, “Come,” and turned to walk away.
  


  
    Martin nodded to the others to accompany him and they all followed the elf, who glanced back at them. “I am named Tanderae. I am by rank Loremaster of the Clans of the Seven Stars. There is something you must see.”
  


  
    They followed him into the woods, along a dark path through the boles. There was just enough light from the fires behind and the red glow ahead that they could make their way.
  


  
    Abruptly the path widened and deepened and they found themselves in a broad down-sloping ramp, hastily cut into the soil to allow quick escape to what Martin decided could only be called a rear-echelon rest area, a place where the wounded could be tended to and exhausted soldiers could eat and sleep as much as circumstances permitted. This route was not hollowed out by tools wielded by hand, driven by muscle and sweat. It was perfectly cut as if by some giant gardener’s trowel, then smoothed by a sculptor. In the alien light it was without seam or flaw, almost as if the rock had been made liquid and fashioned like soft clay, then made hard again.
  


  
    A soft glow came from a series of stones set upright along the pathway every ten feet or so, a pale-blue light that made travelling up and down the slope easy at night. The distant red light was becoming brighter as they walked down the ramp to a flat terrace, bordering on what had been a ridge line before the magical excavation behind them had moved tons of soil, trees, and boulders.
  


  
    Suddenly they were out in the open, and they all stopped and gaped.
  


  
    Miles in the distance, down in the deepest part of the valley stood the city of E’bar, the ancient elven word for “home.”
  


  
    Martin could barely credit his eyes. Even at this distance the city was massive. Rumours had begun to circulate during the war with Kesh that the elven city had been constructed by arts beyond human understanding. Seeing it, Martin counted the rumours as true.
  


  
    Graceful towers dominated the heart of E’bar, but from what could be seen at this distance, the entire city was a work of art. Looking down at the magically transformed stone beneath their feet, Martin imagined the walls of the city would be smooth and seamless. But it was hard to tell: tantalizing hints of what was awaiting a visitor were masked by a scintillating bubble of energy which surrounded the entire city, starting a few yards beyond the great circular city walls and rising up above the loftiest pinnacle. Intermittently, random glimmers of brilliant white-yellow diamonds seemed to flow across the surface, erupting into lances of blinding light that shot out for dozens of yards before vanishing, leaving the eye blind for a moment from the brilliance. Except for those bursts, the dome was a transparent red shell, pulsing with energy and giving off the ruby light that had illuminated the night sky.
  


  
    A ring of elves, thousands from what Martin could judge, encircled the massive city. Shafts of light erupted from dozens of points in the line every second and magicians or priests cast magic at that barrier. Where the magic struck, tiny lightning-like bursts rebounded from the surface, then faded.
  


  
    Tanderae said to Martin, “Behold the last home of my people.”
  


  
    Martin was silent for a moment, then glanced at his companions who looked equally perplexed by the scene before them. At last Martin said, “You were driven from your city and now you attack a magic defence?”
  


  
    Tanderae smiled slightly. “We fled from our city, but that energy shell is not that city’s defence. It’s ours. Many of my people are giving their lives to prevent what’s inside from escaping.”
  


  
    Thinking about the number of exhausted and wounded elves he had seen, Martin began to form a question. But then he saw a tiny breach in the shell surrounding the city. Instantly a score of dark forms exploded from the gap before it closed. Those creatures of inky blackness moved straight for the line of magic-users and silver-and-white-clad soldiers threw themselves before the magicians, slashing frantically.
  


  
    They were too far from the fight to see details, but eventually the black figures were gone and the elves reformed, a few limping back to their line.
  


  
    “What were those?”
  


  
    “We call them the Forbidden. They are an ancient species, so hateful they make their demon servants appear benign. They have found a way into our city and if they escape that barrier, life as we know it on this world will rapidly cease.”
  


  
    Martin was aghast. “How long can you hold?”
  


  
    “Until the last of us,” said the loremaster. “We brought this horror to our home world and we will die here protecting Midkemia.”
  


  
    “Why haven’t you sent for help?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “Because every man, woman, and child not killed in the explosion that brought those horrors here has been fighting them, holding them in.” Tanderae looked at Martin. “So now you are here we don’t have to send a messenger.” He nodded to Martin. “Prince of the Kingdom, we seek help.”
  


  
    Bethany said quietly, “Now we know why someone wanted every army in the west as far from here as they could manoeuvre them.”
  


  
    Martin could only nod.
  


  
    

  


  
    The elves provided them with food, though not a great deal of it, and filled their water-skins. Tanderae walked with them to the original clearing in which they had been held and was silent until he reached the large lean-to where they had been left after first being captured. He was impassive, though Martin saw what he thought were hints of fatigue and perhaps even hopelessness in the way he spoke.
  


  
    The Loremaster of the Clans of the Seven Stars said, “Rest here until sunrise, human. The few hours will make no difference and while there is little chance of you encountering any danger, falling down the mountain and breaking your neck would serve neither of our causes. If you move downslope from here for an hour, you’ll find the game trail upon which you were taken.” He looked at Martin. “I know little of you humans. Others among us have visited your cities and understand your politics and might be better able to convince you, but at this time I have nothing more to show than what you’ve already seen, and I can only tell you this:
  


  
    “For centuries we of the Clans of the Seven Stars have battled the demon legions across worlds, and only at the end have we come to understand those demons were no more than the servants of a far darker evil. Once we numbered in the millions, more than all your nations of man on Midkemia, but now we are as you see us.
  


  
    “It is bitter to say, but we were betrayed by our own leaders. I was a member of the Circle of Light. We were scholars and delvers into mystery, creators of art and magic. Those of us who sought enlightenment and knowledge were at first opposed by those who took power; then we were named traitors to the cause of our people, hunted and killed. When we were offered amnesty we took it, and some like myself even entered the Regent’s Meet. Now I find it was our own leaders who betrayed us to our most bitter enemies. If the death of my race comes, it comes from within.”
  


  
    “But why?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “I do not know,” answered the Loremaster. “Madness, offers of survival, faith in a power that corrupted. I can only speculate.” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter. This is what we face. Inside that dome is the true enemy, those behind the demon legions, seeking their way into this world to destroy all they touch. I have already sent word to the north, to the Queen of the Eledhel and her consort, Lord Tomas. But even their magic will not be enough. So, we need human allies.
  


  
    “When you return, seek me out, or if I am gone, find Egun, leader of the remaining Sentinels, and if he is gone, whoever may be left.” He reached out and gripped Martin’s shoulders. “Help us.” Then he turned and headed back to the embattled city.
  


  
    

  


  
    Will, Tom, Jack, and Edgar said little as they travelled back towards Ylith. They knew without being told they had seen something both majestic and terrible. Even Martin and Bethany had little life experience to put what they had witnessed into any context. The encounters with those supernatural demonic creatures who had appeared during the assault on Ylith, and the response of the magic-users who were in the city, were relatively normal in comparison to what they had seen in the Grey Towers Mountains.
  


  
    As they approached the Keshian lines, Martin said to the four hunters, “Men, I would take it as a personal favour if you said nothing to anyone about what we’ve seen.”
  


  
    “Who’d believe us, Highness?” asked Tom.
  


  
    The others nodded and Will chuckled, but Martin pressed on. “Still, rumours spread like fire on dry straw, and Ylith is barely approaching what we might think of as normal times. There are still plenty of scared, battle-weary folks who don’t need to be told more horror is on the way. All right?”
  


  
    The four agreed and Bethany said, “What are we going to do when we reach the city?”
  


  
    Martin said, “There are some things I need to talk over with George Bolton before I head south.”
  


  
    She sighed and patted his arm. The idea of him leaving so soon after arriving didn’t please her. “What are you going to do?” she asked.
  


  
    “I’ve got to get to Krondor as fast as I can, and hope a magician named Ruffio is still there, or someone knows how to reach him.”
  


  
    “Why?”
  


  
    “Because riding horses until they drop to reach Prince Edward isn’t going to solve anything; because Edward’s not about to leave the Fields of Albalyn with a civil war threatening; and besides, from what we saw, bows and arrows are only so useful. No, we need magicians, and if I can find Ruffio, he can get word to where it needs to go, to the temples, to Stardock…” He glanced over at the four hunters, and lowered his voice. “And to others I’ll tell you about when we’re alone.”
  


  
    She looked confused and curious, but nodded to say she would wait.
  


  
    “Let’s go,” said Martin. “If we’re quick enough we should be able to slip behind the southern patrol and loop around to the main gate of the city. No need to use the old keep tunnel if we’re already back on our side of the line.”
  


  
    

  


  
    It was an exhausted and filthy band that reached the gates of Ylith an hour after sunrise six days after leaving the elves. By the time the gates of the city were opened, Captain Bolton, Brendan, and the mayor were waiting. Martin outlined the situation as Sergeant Oaks appeared, obviously just awakened. When Martin finished, the old sergeant said, “Orders, Highness?”
  


  
    Martin said, “I’m going to need four men to travel with me to Krondor. The rest of you will stay to bolster the garrison here until I return.”
  


  
    Oaks wasn’t happy, but he merely said, “Yes, Highness.”
  


  
    “We’ll need two horses each and we’ll ride them until they drop: there’s a need for speedy travel.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “I’ll go see to the mounts.”
  


  
    “No,” said Martin. “Send someone else. I have something I need you to do. We’ll talk later.”
  


  
    Something about Martin’s demeanour made Brendan think twice about objecting. He signalled for one of the boys who were acting as messengers and aides for the soldiers and instructed him as to Martin’s needs. The boy ran off in a hurry.
  


  
    Martin quickly finished detailing some things he’d like done in the city to the mayor, Bolton, and Oaks, then motioned for Bethany and Brendan to accompany him as he left for the mayor’s house for a quick bath and meal. Once the three of them were out of earshot of the others he said, “I’ve got some things I’d like the two of you to do. If either of you want to say no, I’ll understand. I can order Oaks to send a couple of his men, but I’d rather leave these tasks to people I trust.”
  


  
    “Whatever you ask,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed Bethany.
  


  
    Turning to Bethany he said, “I need you to take the four hunters after you’ve rested and travel to Elvandar.”
  


  
    “Elvandar?” she said. “Really?”
  


  
    Martin nodded. “I know that elf Tanderae said he’d sent someone north, but I’d feel better knowing we had someone talking to the Elf Queen. Those Star Elves don’t strike me as practised hunters, and we’ve had word of the Brotherhood of the Dark Path moving down from the Northlands again. Between those dark murderers and the Keshians, we’ve no guarantees the Elf Queen will know what’s happening in the Grey Towers. That’s elf-magic and maybe she can help. But she can’t do anything if she doesn’t know.
  


  
    “From the Yabon side of the mountains to the south side of the River Boundary you shouldn’t even see a hint of a Keshian or a Dark Brother, so I think it’s a relatively safe journey. Besides, you know how to move through the woods like an elf.”
  


  
    She smiled. “It will be good to see our mothers.” Both Martin’s mother and Bethany’s were safe in Elvandar since fleeing Crydee.
  


  
    “Tell the boys and take what you need and leave in the morning,” he said. “I’m leaving as soon as the horses are ready— I’ve got most of today to ride, but you could use a few hours’ sleep.”
  


  
    “What do I say to the Elf Queen?”
  


  
    “You saw as much as I did, Beth. Just tell her what you saw and that these Star Elves are hard pressed by whatever is trapped within their city.” He paused. “If you can remember what Tanderae said about betrayal from within, that might be important.”
  


  
    She nodded, hesitated, then realized Martin wished to speak with his brother alone. She kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’ll see you later.” She hurried off.
  


  
    Brendan said, “What do you want me to do, Martin?”
  


  
    “I’m going to ask much of you, but do you think you can find a boat and get down the coast past the Quegan patrols?”
  


  
    Brendan was quiet for a minute, then said, “I think so. There are a couple of small cutters still in the harbour. One’s a nice little double headsail that should make good time. I can sail her at night and lay in close to the coast with the mast down in the day if I see Quegan galleys. If I hug close to shore and avoid shoals, yes, I can get south of here. Are we sailing to Krondor?”
  


  
    “No,” said Martin. “I’m riding, as I told the others. I must get word to Prince Edward of this invasion or attack or whatever it is in the Grey Towers. But as certain as bears sleep in the winter, whatever those elves are facing needs magic as well as arms to withstand it, and I’m remembering what Jim Dasher told us about on our last night in Rillanon.”
  


  
    “The Conclave?”
  


  
    “Yes, and you remember where he said we’d find them?”
  


  
    Brendan’s expression turned sour. “Sorcerer’s Isle.”
  


  
    “If the Conclave is there, you can safely ignore all those tales of monsters and evil sorcerers. And if you can get to Sarth, it’s almost a straight sail south to the island. The stories have a castle on the east tip of the island, so that’s where I’d start looking.”
  


  
    Brendan nodded. “I understand. If you can’t find that Ruffio, you’ll be riding hard from Krondor to the Fields of Albalyn.”
  


  
    “And that means weeks before I can find Prince Edward. And who knows if he’ll be willing to send anyone to the west?”
  


  
    “OK, I’ll leave at sunset and start for Sarth.”
  


  
    Martin looked around. “It’s odd how normal this city looks at times like these.”
  


  
    “Enjoy, Brother,” said Brendan. “I’m coming to believe normality as we once knew it will never return.”
  


  
    “As long as something normal returns, I’ll settle for it being different,” said Martin.
  


  
    The two brothers took one last look around the still-quiet street and headed in different directions, on different tasks, but sharing the same determination to do their best or die trying.
  


  



  • Chapter Six •


  


  Assassins


  
    

  


  
    Hal lunged.
  


  
    Ty Hawkins beat aside the blade and riposted. Hal barely avoided the point of Ty’s sword with a frantic parry, but before he could get back on line, Ty was already back in place, ready for his attack.
  


  
    “Enough,” said Tal Hawkins. To Hal he said, “You’re still over-reaching when you sense a weakness. Most times you’ll survive that mistake, because you’re as fast a blade as I’ve seen in my life. But Ty is not like most of the opponents you’ll face. And you must never assume the man facing you is not my son’s equal. Else you will find yourself losing the bout.”
  


  
    “Or face down on the ground bleeding,” added Ty. He removed the basket helm he wore for practice and wiped away the perspiration. “But you came close.”
  


  
    Hal removed his basket helm and also wiped his brow with the back of his gauntlet. He motioned to a servant who took his helm, then Ty’s.
  


  
    Tal smiled at his son. “When you faced him in the Masters’ Court, I told you he was faster.”
  


  
    Ty grinned back. “I’m going to have to practise faster, I guess.”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “Thank you for the bout. I needed it.”
  


  
    Tal put his hand on Hal’s shoulder. “I understand. Waiting for the other side to make the next move can be grinding on the nerves.”
  


  
    Tal said, “I feel like a steam. You two need to clean up.”
  


  
    Ty and Hal exchanged questioning looks, and Ty said, “He’s right. We both reek.”
  


  
    Hal glanced around and decided he’d find out what this was about when they were alone. He motioned for the palace servant who had been assigned to him as he unbuttoned his heavily padded practice tunic. When it was off he handed it to the page and said, “Bring fresh clothes to the baths.”
  


  
    Ty echoed the instruction to the lad who cared for his needs, and the two young nobles left the empty room Hal had commandeered for use as a practice hall. It was used primarily as an extra dining hall, hence it being long enough for good fencing practice. That meant it also had a back entrance that opened onto a long hall that led to stairs down to the next level, the main servants’ quarters and lesser guest quarters, a floor above the baths.
  


  
    They moved quickly down the stairs into the very busy royal kitchens. A massive complex of rooms, it was centred around a core kitchen with two hearths for roasting meat or boiling soups, preparation space, and ovens. Even with no king in residence, there were hundreds of mouths to feed every day and with the current influx of eastern nobles attending the Congress when it ratified the next king— whenever that finally occurred— the demand for food and drink was constant.
  


  
    Two auxiliary kitchens were also in operation, adding two more hearths and four working ovens, and a further two for back-up. The last two were used if a gala was underway or on Midsummer Day, the Festival of Banapis, when the gates of the palace were thrown open and the city feasted at the king’s table.
  


  
    The two young nobles made their way through a busy press of cooks and helpers, with one particularly striking blonde helper catching Ty’s eye. He smiled and paused to speak with her, but Hal grabbed his arm. “Later.”
  


  
    Ty threw Hal a dark look, but said nothing. They moved through the servants’ wing of the palace, heading back towards the main corridors that fed into the grand entryway, the hall that ran from the main doors of the palace— once the heart of an ancient keep— to the throne room. As Hal was reminded each time he needed to go from one side of the palace to the other, it was massive.
  


  
    Originally a fortress above a village on one of several islands in what became known as the Sea of Kingdoms, the fortress had been replaced by several increasingly larger constructions, first of wood and mud, then stone, and finally the first castle had been erected on this site. Of the last castle, only vestigial walls remained, now part of the heart of the palace, surrounding on three sides the king’s reception area and throne room. The rear wall had been torn down to accommodate floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the bay.
  


  
    Now the two young men cut across the entry hallway, which was as wide as most streets in the city, and reached the beginning of the labyrinth of apartments and offices that ended at the royal apartment complex on the opposite side from where they started. Rillanon might not have the tradition of opulence that was found in the older Kingdom of Roldem, but it seemed to be attempting to overtake it as best it could, Hal thought. He glanced through the massive doors that opened onto the reception courtyard and gave a view of the city beyond. In the afternoon sun, it was dazzling.
  


  
    Rodric the Fourth, occasionally called the Mad King, though never in this palace, had been obsessed about turning Rillanon into the most splendid city in the world. To that end he had started a beautification project of unprecedented scale. Stone quarries in all corners of the Kingdom, and some in Queg and Kesh, were searched out for the finest marble and granite, which was shipped to the city in a steady stream to replace the ancient walls of the palaces, the royal complex, and the royal precinct. Over the years subsequent kings had continued the process, so that now merchants and commoners found stone-cutters and masons with royal commissions arriving one day to announce that old masonry, stone facing, and even ancient whitewashed daub, was being replaced by stone, courtesy of the king.
  


  
    The result, centuries later, was that on a sunny day, when approached from the sea, Rillanon sparkled like a jewel, and as one came closer, the rainbow of colours playing over the façades of the city was stunning. From rose to pale blue, golden yellow to pale violet, the range of colours was breath-taking.
  


  
    At times of conflict the cost to the royal treasury might be debated, and the impact on taxes was undoubted, but no one argued about the results. Rillanon was the Jewel of the Sea of Kingdoms.
  


  
    Hal and Ty reached a long descending staircase, lit by lamps in sconces, and reached a basement two floors below the main hall. One of the pleasures of the palace was that one of Hal’s ancestors had installed a Quegan-style bath in a previously dank and little-used sub-basement. Unlike the Quegans who had evolved bathing into a pastime, Kesh’s baths were more a way to mitigate the scorching summer heat near cool pools and fountains, dipping in and out all day, so that cleanliness was rarely an issue for the scantily clad Truebloods of the City of Kesh. They could drop their light robes or girdles, slip into cool water, and wait for the evening’s cooler air.
  


  
    The Quegans, on the other hand, had come to colonize the Bitter Sea and, as a result, had a much more varied climate during the year. They had developed a three-room bath process, later up to five rooms, for steam and dry heat.
  


  
    Hal had discovered the almost-sybaritic pleasures of bathing since coming to Rillanon. He and Ty entered the first room, the cold bath, and handed their clothes to attendants. The dry stone floors told them they were the first nobles of the day to partake of the bath’s pleasures.
  


  
    The two young men slipped into the bath, descending two broad steps of marble, until they were able to kneel and cover their shoulders with the bracing cold water. Hal dunked his head and when he came up said, “If I were king, my friend, I’d be here every day.”
  


  
    Ty ducked his head and emerged, wiping his face. He grinned. “These days the desire to be king makes you a target, Hal.”
  


  
    “True,” said Hal, turning and swimming to the far end of the pool, Ty a half stroke behind him.
  


  
    They reached the end, pulled themselves up onto the stone deck and found servants holding towels. The softness of the king’s woven towels never ceased to amaze Hal. He had grown up in a castle where coarse linen was the fabric of choice for drying everything, from kitchen utensils to the duke’s sons.
  


  
    They walked through a short hall that brought them into the warm room. A shallow pool of water occupied all but a two-foot-wide ledge around the perimeter and was filled with warm water. A series of low wooden stools were arrayed so as many as a dozen bathers could be attended at any time. With only two attendants, Hal knew that someone on the palace chancellor’s staff always knew how many residents were approaching the baths.
  


  
    They sat on stools while the two attendants, boys who appeared to be approaching manhood, set about soaping up the two young nobles. As Hal endured having someone else soap his hair— something he hadn’t had done by anyone since his mother stopped doing it when he was a boy— Ty laughed. “In Queg, and the City of Kesh, this task would likely befall a couple of lovely young girls.”
  


  
    Hal laughed at that. “If that were true here, I’d never get you to the hot room.”
  


  
    “A time and place for everything, I suppose. You natives of the Isles tend to be a bit proper. You’re almost as conservative as the folk in Roldem.”
  


  
    “You have Isles parents,” observed Hal.
  


  
    “True, but I was Olasko-born and spent most of my youth there and in Roldem. I also hold titles from both cities.”
  


  
    When they were completely covered in soap, they stood for the servants to pour buckets of warm water over their heads. Dripping wet, they made their way to the next room, where a very deep, hot pool waited. They slipped in and Hal could barely avoid gasping from the sudden increase in heat.
  


  
    After a moment he could feel his muscles loosen from the vigorous sword play. “I could linger here for an hour or two,” he said.
  


  
    Laughing, Ty pulled himself up. “Maybe later, but Father is waiting.”
  


  
    Hal groaned, but followed his friend to where more servants waited with large fluffy towels, which the two young men wrapped around their waists. They moved through a heavily curtained entrance that led to a short hall with two doors, one on either hand.
  


  
    “Wet or dry?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Father will be in dry. That way he won’t have to bathe off the sweat.”
  


  
    They entered the dry chamber, a spacious room with cedar-wood walls and a large bench. A bin of heated rocks had been placed against one wall. Hot coals could be added from a slot in the wall beneath, so the attendant didn’t have to enter the room.
  


  
    Two men waited on the bench, both wearing towels. Next to Tal Hawkins sat Jim Dasher, which surprised Hal not at all. The two older men sat on the higher of the two long benches across the back of the room. Jim held up his hand for silence, then indicated the bench at his feet. Both younger men sat.
  


  
    A sudden eruption of steam from the steam box filled the room with moisture and a sibilant hiss. Jim said, “One of my men has ensured we are not overheard.”
  


  
    Hal and Ty exchanged quick glances, then Hal said, “News?”
  


  
    “Not of the good sort,” answered Jim Dasher. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, and said, “You’ve been marked for death.” He looked at Hal.
  


  
    Hal was silent for a moment, then said, “You said that might happen.”
  


  
    “And so it has,” answered Jim.
  


  
    “Do we know who wants me dead?”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “A lot of people want you dead, Hal, we just don’t know who is paying for it.” He sighed. “I got word early this morning off a ship from Roldem, sent by a good friend.” Hal knew he meant the Lady Franciezka Sorboz, a woman with much the same position in Roldem as Jim Dasher held in the Isles. “We’d a report from the Conclave a while back that the Nighthawks had come to terms with them, basically safe passage in exchange for… getting out of the assassination trade, more or less. At least they were no longer lending support to the demon-worshippers who had been plaguing us for a very long time. As a result, those seeking a blade for hire or a poisoner have had fewer recourses; in short, it’s a seller’s market.
  


  
    “That being the case, both my friend in Roldem and I have had certain people watched, those able to broker less reputable contracts and arrangements, some who are not adverse to setting up such deals then selling information about those deals to a third party.”
  


  
    “You,” said Ty.
  


  
    “Or… your friend in Roldem,” added Hal.
  


  
    Jim nodded.
  


  
    Hal asked, “What do I do?”
  


  
    Jim sat back. “For the moment, nothing. I’ve some good men out looking for a pair of fellows who’ve sailed up from Kesh to Roldem, then on to Rillanon. Given the recent unpleasantness between Kesh and the Kingdom, anyone coming straight from there to here would be examined carefully by several hundred soldiers surrounding the docks.”
  


  
    “A pair of sailors off a ship…?” Jim shrugged.
  


  
    “Do you have a description?” asked Tal, reaching over and taking a ladle of water from a bucket and pouring it over his head.
  


  
    “I doubt they look the same any more,” said Jim. “I’ve got on a ship looking like a nobleman, and got off it looking like something that crawled out of the bilge. For a target in the palace,” he pointed at Hal, “even if he is only a distant royal, that means a great deal of gold and only the best would accept the contract.” Jim took the ladle from Tal, refilled it from the nearby bucket, and poured it over his own head. “I’ve never been one for this dry heat.”
  


  
    Tal smiled. “My people in the mountains had sweat lodges when I was a boy. You get used to it. After a fashion, you even enjoy it.”
  


  
    “What I’ll enjoy is getting out of it,” said Jim Dasher, rising. To Hal he said, “Pack a bag and leave it in your rooms, by the doors that so my servants can find it quickly. Be ready to leave the moment I give word. Until then, stay in the palace.”
  


  
    Tal looked at his son and said, “Pack as well. You’re going with him.” Then he rose and departed.
  


  
    Ty looked at Hal and said, “I guess I’m going with you.”
  


  
    “Apparently.”
  


  
    Rising, Hal said, “Let’s go gather our things.”
  


  
    “And then we wait,” finished Ty.
  


  
    “Boredom beckons,” said Hal.
  


  
    Ty laughed. “In a palace full of serving women who would love to make close acquaintance with a duke?”
  


  
    Hal sighed and said nothing.
  


  
    As they walked to the dressing room where fresh clothing awaited them, Ty said, “Stephané.”
  


  
    Hal again said nothing.
  


  
    “Sorry,” said Ty.
  


  
    “It’s… something I need to get used to.”
  


  
    This time, Ty said nothing. He understood what a beauty Stephané was, and how resilient she had proven herself when Hal and he had helped her escape Roldem. But Tyrone Hawkins had never found a woman to hold his attention longer than a few weeks, perhaps a month at most. His childhood had been less than instructive about how women and men should be together, he thought occasionally. He knew the facts of his childhood, that his father was some unknown Olaskan soldier, though Talwin Hawkins treated him as his own, and he loved him as his father, but there was a sadness about his mother, one that never seemed to completely pass. He knew she loved her husband, but there was something missing. Ironically, he felt closer to his adopted father than his natural mother, though she loved him dearly.
  


  
    He pushed aside thoughts that led to doubt and concern, and turned his mind to something much more enjoyable: that pretty blonde wench in the kitchen who had smiled at him as he had passed through. As they reached the changing room, he decided the first thing he’d do was to find out her name.
  


  
    

  


  
    A knock at the door awoke Hal. It was still dark. After the many cautions he’d received from Jim Dasher, he had his sword in hand when he opened the door. Opening it slightly, he saw a page waiting. “Lord James asks you to attend him, my lord.”
  


  
    Hal nodded and said, “Wait here.”
  


  
    It took him only a few minutes to dress and, again he heard the echoing cautions in his head, he wore sturdy clothing suitable for travel rather than court finery. He followed the page and was surprised that even in the pre-dawn darkness, the palace at Rillanon was busy.
  


  
    They reached Duke James’s quarters and found Jim Dasher, Ty, and a court chirurgeon attending the duke. Hal hurried to the old duke’s bedside. “Are you ill, my lord?”
  


  
    Waving away the hovering chirurgeon, Duke James coughed and said, “Just a bit of an ague. It’ll pass.”
  


  
    Hal glanced at Jim, who shook his head slightly.
  


  
    Feeling alarm rising, Hal asked, “How may I serve, my lord?”
  


  
    Old Duke James said, “That reprobate grandson of mine says someone’s come to kill you. He’s inclined to let you sit here as bait and capture the murderous dogs who are sniffing around. I, on the other hand, think it best to get you somewhere else. They can’t kill you if they don’t know where you are. So, get going and stay alive.”
  


  
    Hal was caught between concern and amusement, but managed to keep a serious expression as he said, “Yes, my lord.”
  


  
    Jim nodded toward the bed. “My grandfather is holding this kingdom together with strength of will. There are nobles who’ve stood silently, not allying with Montgomery or Chadwick, or are thinking of throwing their weight behind Oliver.” Jim closed his eyes as if suffering a headache, then said, “We take these trials as they come. Now I need to get you two off this island,” he said to Hal and Ty. “Then I must have a very important talk with Montgomery.”
  


  
    Hal and Ty listened, and said nothing.
  


  
    “If in a few days you hear my grandfather is no longer among the living and that Montgomery is now Duke of Rillanon, assume I’m dead.”
  


  
    Hal’s face showed alarm. He glanced at the old duke, who nodded.
  


  
    “Your very distant cousin’s claim to the throne benefits him if he’s Duke of Rillanon, the man in theory I would be paying fealty to, and who would be in a far better position to allocate favours before a vote in the Congress.”
  


  
    “And have control over your agents,” added Ty with a tone of concern that surprised Hal.
  


  
    Jim nodded. “So I must have a chat with dear old Monty and insist he let me assume the office of duke so I can maintain the balance between all the raving lunatics around us who think being king is a wonderful idea!” His voice rose at the last, his anger starting to manifest itself.
  


  
    “Can you convince him?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Jim said, “A combination of promises and threats… perhaps. Our Montgomery is a man of low tastes at times and has made some ill-advised choices. His wife is a simple woman, but her father is the Duke of Bas-Tyra, who would not be pleased to know that his son-in-law is unfaithful on a regular basis, preferring the company of young girls— very young girls— to his wife.”
  


  
    Hal said nothing, but his face bore an expression of distaste.
  


  
    “Without Bas-Tyra, Montgomery’s claim will fall short. Bas-Tyra influences the votes of every noble from here to the Eastern Kingdoms. A great deal of the plotting and dealing around his claim presumes that he has his father-in-law’s backing.”
  


  
    It was Ty who said, “Still, rumours against the possibility of his daughter being Queen of the Isles?”
  


  
    It was the old duke who said, “Bas-Tyra is a cautious man, but not without ambition. Not for himself, but as young Ty observes, perhaps for his daughter. Bas-Tyra has not openly supported anyone, but in the end he’ll do the right thing for the Crown. Now, Montgomery,” he added, looking less than happy, “he’s another thing. Not a driven man, like some, but one capable of being led.” To Jim he said, “When it comes to claiming the Crown, you must convince him not to stand before the Priest of Ishap.”
  


  
    “I’ll convince him, or kill him,” said Jim.
  


  
    Hal was speechless.
  


  
    “Go on, now,” said Duke James from his bed. “Leave an old man to his rest and go cause some havoc for our enemies.”
  


  
    Jim walked out of the old man’s room with Ty and Hal. Once outside, Hal asked, “How is he, really?”
  


  
    “Not good,” said Jim, his tone matter-of-fact, but behind it lingered a hint of sadness. “I’ve sent for a healing priest from the Temple of Sung, but there are only so many times you can fend off death. My grandfather is approaching ninety, though he looks a man twenty years younger when he’s in his armour bellowing at the palace guard.” He glanced back towards the door of the duke’s private chambers.
  


  
    “Now,” said Jim. “I’ve had your travel bags collected from your rooms, Hal. From here you’re to go straight to the stables where two horses are waiting. They are sturdy, but unremarkable, as is the tack. In short, once you’re out of the gate, you’re swords-for-hire, or young adventurers, or whatever brand of feckless gadabouts you care to be.
  


  
    “Half the ships in the Sea of Kingdoms are arrayed to the west of us, a blockade no captain could run. Every ship in and out is being boarded and inspected by someone, either captains loyal to the Crown, Montgomery’s faction, or Chadwick’s. But if you ride north for a few days, on the west coast you’ll find a fishing village called Kempton. Ask in the tavern for a man named Moss. He’ll show you to a boat you two can certainly handle. It’ll look shoddy, but in fact it’s in excellent condition, and with some luck you can hug the coast travelling north-east, and when you see any break, you can make a run for Bas-Tyra. Once there, find the Inn of the Black Ram, ask for Anton, and he’ll set you on your way to Edward.” He looked from face to face. “Any questions?”
  


  
    When there weren’t, he said, “Go now, and may the gods watch over you.” Jim walked away.
  


  
    “And your grandfather,” said Hal after him.
  


  
    Hal turned and left, Ty a half-step behind. As they moved toward the stables, Ty said, “I do not envy that man.”
  


  
    “I never have,” said Hal, as they turned a corner. “I admire him, for he has thankless and bloody work to do, but I would never wish his burdens on anyone.”
  


  
    They hurried down a flight of stairs that led to a door opening on the old marshalling yard, and across it lay the royal stables. They were halfway across the dark yard when Hal realized there were no lanterns lit in the stable. Then he heard a nervous nicker from a horse inside.
  


  
    His sword was out of its scabbard as he heard the faint click. He leaped to the right and slammed into Ty, knocking him over, and came up as a second crossbow bolt sped through the space just occupied by the young noble from Olasko.
  


  
    Ty was a step behind Hal as they charged through the large open door into the royal stable. Without a word, both men dived headfirst, striking the ground in a tuck, and rolling to their feet, swords at the ready. The sound of crossbows being fired over their heads demonstrated the wisdom of their choice, and a horse cried out in pain and started kicking out at its stall as an errant bolt struck it.
  


  
    Hal turned to his left and Ty to his right, protecting one another’s backs. They paused only for a moment before moving towards opposite ends of the large stable.
  


  
    Hal saw a dark shape moving in a crouch while all around horses neighed and whinnied in panic. Hal knew that he had seconds before the assassin reloaded his crossbow or fled into the night. He charged.
  


  
    The man rose up holding a small, one-handed bow which fired a dart rather than a bolt. Hal slashed with his sword, knocking the weapon aside, and punched the assassin hard in the face with his left hand. The man staggered back and Hal lunged, nicking him in the left side. Suddenly the man had two dirks out, and executed a fast feint followed by a slash towards Hal’s throat. Hal barely fell back enough to avoid losing the fight there and then.
  


  
    He ducked and a dirk cut through air where he had been standing a moment before. Then he jabbed with his sword and felt the tip strike the man’s already injured side. The assassin gasped in pain and both men were suddenly enmeshed in a deadly duel.
  


  
    Hal stepped back, his sword’s point aimed at his opponent, who crouched and took his measure. It was clear that the assassin had expected Hal to be dead and himself to be safely away by now. Hal realized he had two opportunities to emerge victorious: either kill the assassin and hope Ty did the same with his opponent, or keep him occupied until relief arrived. It was the middle of the night, but someone from the nearby servants’ quarters would surely hear the struggle, or notice the absence of the certainly now-dead lackeys who had failed to return from readying the horses for him and Ty.
  


  
    The assassin also realized that and knew his only hope of survival was to finish this quickly. He suddenly threw one of his dirks.
  


  
    Hal managed to beat the blade aside and stumbled backwards, trying to get his blade around from his blocking move to a position at which he could employ the point.
  


  
    The assassin didn’t give him the chance, but lowered his shoulder and charged. Hal brought his sword-hand back hard, striking the rushing thug on the side of the head with his pommel. That staggered him and Hal felt an off-target blow slide across his side, as the dirk missed his torso. He slammed the man over the head again, gripped the back of his shirt with his left hand and fell onto the extended right arm. The sound of bone cracking accompanied by a gasp of pain was heard as he struck the ground, his full weight on the assassin’s arm. Hal drew back his sword hilt and slammed the man on the head for a third time, rendering him senseless.
  


  
    Hal rolled up onto his feet, his sword pointed at the now-motionless assassin, as shouts of enquiry came from the servants’ quarters.
  


  
    Hal glanced into the gloom of the stable in time to see Ty approaching with his sword at the ready. “Yours?” he asked.
  


  
    “Dead,” said Ty. “This one?”
  


  
    “Not yet.”
  


  
    Servants with lanterns arrived, followed moments later by palace guards. Hal looked at his attacker in the lantern light. He was an unremarkable man, slight of build and wearing simple garb, a city man who would easily blend into a crowd.
  


  
    “He doesn’t look like an assassin,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Neither did mine,” said Ty. “But they almost did the job.” He quickly knelt and opened the man’s mouth, motioning for a torch to be brought close to his face. “No false teeth,” he said. “Not fanatics like the Nighthawks, then.” He sheathed his sword as he stood, and motioned for the guards to pick up the unconscious killer.
  


  
    Hal said, “Take him to a cell and notify Jim Dasher.”
  


  
    The guards lifted him up. A servant cried suddenly, “Oh, dear! Poor Lonny and Mark are dead!”
  


  
    “See to them,” said Hal to another pair of guards.
  


  
    “How did you know?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Know what?”
  


  
    “They were there. To knock me down?”
  


  
    “I heard a click when he set the trigger on his crossbow.”
  


  
    Ty was silent for a moment, then laughed. “So, for want of some lubricant, we’re alive.”
  


  
    Hal chuckled. “I almost got myself killed forgetting we’re not duelling.”
  


  
    “Ah, yes,” said Ty. “It can be a bad habit, trying to fence while your opponent is brawling. Swords have edges, too.”
  


  
    Patting his sword, Hal said, “And pommels. They make a fair bludgeon.”
  


  
    “What now?”
  


  
    Looking around at the building crowd, Hal said, “As much as I would like to tarry and find out exactly who is trying to kill me, I think it best if we follow orders. We ride.”
  


  
    “Wise choice. If Jim finds out who is behind this, he’ll send word. And if another attempt is made, it’s best for you to be somewhere else.”
  


  
    They quickly finished the saddling done by the two dead lackeys and within ten minutes were riding out the postern gate of the palace, vanishing into the night.
  


  
    

  


  
    Three days later they reached the village of Kempton and found the promised boat. They waited until the evening tide, then slipped out after dark, sailing along the coast on a north-easterly tack.
  


  
    The third morning after heading up the coast, Ty scrambled up the mast and shouted, “Nothing in sight!”
  


  
    Within moments, sails were raised and Hal pulled them around to catch a favourable wind blowing north. By rough reckoning, they should hit the southern shore of the Kingdom mainland close to Bas-Tyra. With luck, when they caught sight of land, they’d be pointed right at that harbour.
  


  
    Twice they caught sight of sails and turned and ran, and for two days there was no sign of pursuit. During the war they had run afoul of Ceresian pirates, acting as privateers but in fact raiding the coast. But this trip passed uneventfully.
  


  
    Three days after leaving the coast they saw a brown smudge on the northern horizon that promised land. Two hours later, the coast was clearly outlined against the sky. By midday they could make out features and judge roughly where they were. Hall pulled the tiller over and corrected his course, and soon coastal details could clearly be seen.
  


  
    Three distant white spots indicated sails, but Hal made straight for them, because he knew exactly where they were. An hour before sundown, they could see a huge city, one to rival Rillanon and Roldem in size if not in majesty. The harbour mouth was flanked by two massive towers, but beyond that dozens of ships could be seen sailing among many more at anchor.
  


  
    Hal looked at Ty and smiled. “Bas-Tyra.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The Black Ram was like many other taverns in the cities along the coasts of the Sea of Kingdoms: crowded, dangerous, noisy and packed. It was filled with sailors avoiding duty aboard ships stuck in harbour, with mercenaries looking for employment either as auxiliaries to the city’s garrison or as guards for merchants, with prostitutes, gamblers, and the assorted riff-raff attracted to an approaching war. Two young men pushed their way through the press of bodies over the occasional objections of people who disliked being jostled, though once they saw two young men with serious expressions and fine swords on their hips, they soon gave way.
  


  
    Reaching the bar, Ty signalled to the closest of three barmen, and when he approached said, “I’m looking for Anton.”
  


  
    With a jerk of his head, the barman indicated a door off to the left. Pushing through complaining customers, Ty and Hal reached the door, masked by an ancient curtain. Pushing it aside, they found themselves looking down a dimly lit hall at the far end of which stood the largest man either of them had ever seen.
  


  
    They were forced to look up to address him. As both Ty and Hal were over six feet in height, they judged this human mountain to be approaching seven feet tall. From the size of his shoulders and arms, he probably weighed close to three hundred pounds. His skin was coffee-coloured, so much of his ancestry would be Keshian, but his eyes were a vivid blue. His shaved head reflected the light from the one open lamp that hung halfway down the hall.
  


  
    “What?” he asked in a voice so deep it almost rumbled.
  


  
    “We seek Anton,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Who sent you?” asked the human barricade.
  


  
    Ty paused for a moment, then said, “Jim Dasher.”
  


  
    The man nodded once, turned his back and opened the door. He leaned in and said, “Someone looking for you. From Jim Dasher.”
  


  
    Somehow the monstrous guard stepped aside enough to allow Ty and Hal to enter the room. Inside they found a tiny desk behind which sat a slender man with the oddest hair Hal had ever seen. He was balding, but had a fringe of dark hair which he had allowed to grow, and which he swept up and forward to cover his pate. He used some manner of pomade or oil to keep it in place, so it looked as if he was wearing a strange, shiny helm. His clothing was ostentatious and he wore earrings and several necklaces. Only his thumbs lacked rings.
  


  
    “Jim Dasher?” he said, rising. He moved around the desk, but did not offer his hand or bow. He just appraised the two young men silently.
  


  
    Hal started to speak, but Anton cut him off with an upraised hand. “I do not need to know many things, and do not want to know almost as many. I’m in Jim Dasher’s debt, so tell me what you need and I’ll do what I can to help.”
  


  
    “We need to reach Prince Edward,” said Hal.
  


  
    Anton winced. “That tells me too much, but you had no choice. That way could prove dangerous.” He fell silent for a moment, tapping his cheek. “I can get you safely to Salador. From there you must find your own way.”
  


  
    “Salador would be a good start,” said Hal.
  


  
    Anton went to his desk and removed a parchment, ink and quill, and began to write. “Our lord, the Duke of Bas-Tyra, has remained neutral in the contestation for the Crown. He’s a wise man, our duke, who will wait until he’s certain which way the wind is blowing, at which point he will declare for the winner.”
  


  
    “A practical man,” observed Ty.
  


  
    Anton shot him a dark look. “Now,” he said, holding out the parchment. “Take this to the servants’ entrance to the palace. Ask for a man named Jaston, no one else. Someone at the gate may argue they’ll take the message, but do not permit it. Just keep insisting and eventually they’ll send for him.
  


  
    “You do not need to know who Jaston is, so do not ask. You do not need to know why he will do me this favour, so do not ask. More importantly, he doesn’t need to know anything more about you than I’ve written down here, so do not answer any of his questions, no matter how affable the conversation may be. Do you understand?”
  


  
    Both Hal and Ty nodded.
  


  
    “Do what he says, however, and he will get you to Salador.”
  


  
    Hal took the parchment and turned without remark, Ty a step behind.
  


  
    The massive guard stepped aside as much as he was able, allowing the two travellers to squeeze through the door.
  


  
    

  


  
    Within half an hour, Ty and Hal were at the servants’ gate to the palace arguing with a guard about summoning Jaston. Eventually, as predicted by Anton, Jaston was sent for and appeared.
  


  
    By his dress, he was a man of some rank within the ducal household. He read Anton’s letter and then looked at Hal and Ty. “Come,” he said brusquely, and led them through the gates.
  


  
    They walked around the massive castle’s side yard, past some flowering gardens, and to the rear marshalling yard. There a company of horsemen was gathering. “Captain Reddic!” Jaston shouted.
  


  
    An officer of horse, dressed in the black tabard of Bas-Tyra, with a golden eagle spreading wings embroidered over his heart, turned and replied, “Sir?”
  


  
    Jaston indicated Hal and Ty. “These two gentlemen are to accompany you to Salador.”
  


  
    “Sir?” said the captain again, this time his tone curious.
  


  
    “They are men of rank, but their identities will remain unknown to you. Should there be cause to speak to them, keep it brief and to the point. Ask no questions. Should anyone question you, they are mercenary swords attached to your patrol— nothing more, nothing less.”
  


  
    The man named Jaston turned and walked away without waiting for an answer. The captain didn’t look pleased with his instructions, but after a moment turned to Hal and Ty. “Ask the lackeys inside to fetch out two sturdy mounts. We’ve a very long ride ahead and we’ll be weeks on the trail. We leave in a half-hour.”
  


  
    They walked towards the stables and when they couldn’t be overheard, Ty said, “I never understood just how far Jim Dasher’s reach went.”
  


  
    “I had no idea,” said Hal.
  


  
    In less than half an hour, a patrol of thirty cavalry with two mercenaries tagging along left the palace of Bas-Tyra and wended its way through the second busiest city in the Kingdom, moving slowly towards the western gate and the road to Salador.
  


  



  • Chapter Seven •


  


  Journey II


  
    

  


  
    Miranda screamed.
  


  
    The frustration of finding herself in what appeared to be an endless maze of tunnels somewhere underground had brought her to the brink of unleashing destructive blasts in all directions. Despite her enraged state, she realized the best she could hope for would be to vent some rage, and the worst that could happen would be to bring the tunnel crashing down on her. Not that she feared for her safety, but digging herself out from under tons of earth would be even more tedious than wandering lost. At least she wasn’t wandering blind, as she was able to use her magical abilities to light a path.
  


  
    Her magic worked here, though as in the last place she had tried a spell, it was amplified. She was as adept at willing herself to new locations as anyone she had met, far better at it than Pug, and perhaps still better than Magnus, but even she had to have a rough idea of where she was headed. And despite her prodigious ability, even she didn’t wish to risk discovering she had transported herself into solid rock, or off the face of the planet.
  


  
    The tunnels were not commodious, but large enough that she didn’t have to stoop or squeeze through narrow openings, but they were seemingly endless. She had come tumbling out of the vortex to land hard on her face, and since then her mood hadn’t got any better. She had lost track of how long she had been walking, but she knew it was at least the better part of a day.
  


  
    She had tried a technique used in mazes: to keep turning in one direction, then turn back when hitting a dead end, go to the last intersection, turn in the other direction, then again keep turning in the original direction. It was tedious and likely to be anything but swift, but lore had it foolproof for eventually finding a way out.
  


  
    At last she heard a sound. It was faint, as if echoing down corridors from a great distance away, but she heard it. A light, trilling sound, which she almost recognized. It stopped. She paused, and a moment later she heard it again. She hurried first one way, then the other, moving from one end of her tunnel until she was certain where the sound was louder, and almost ran to the first intersection she had found. At a crossroads she turned her head this way and that, until she was certain again which way the sound was loudest.
  


  
    After fifteen minutes of tracing the source of the sound, she realized that what she was hearing was music— a pipe of some sort, playing a simple refrain over and over.
  


  
    After another ten minutes, she was certain where the music was coming from. She closed her eyes and used her magical senses to locate the source. Trusting there wasn’t some evil joke by Kalkin, God of Tricksters, at play, she willed herself to the source.
  


  
    She found herself in a cavern where dozens of tunnels met, and above was a series of stone ramps leading to other tunnels. A pit in the centre of the clearing showed more tunnels below. A single large rock sat at the edge of the pit, upon which sat a young man, barely more than a boy, playing a simple wooden pipe.
  


  
    He was dressed in leggings vertically striped in yellow and green and a matching green tunic with yellow piping. He wore slippers of green with silver bells at the toe, and a flop cap of green with a dyed yellow feather held by a silver buckle.
  


  
    “A jester,” said Miranda, wondering if some mad god had conspired to drive her to lunacy.
  


  
    The boy stopped playing. “I’m Piper,” he corrected her. “And you are a demon called Child, or Miranda. Which do you prefer?”
  


  
    After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Miranda.”
  


  
    “Predictable,” answered the youth.
  


  
    “Who are you?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” said Piper. “Until a few moments ago, I didn’t exist, or if I did, I lack memories of that existence.” He leaped nimbly from the rock, rose en pointe and flexed his knees slightly. “Everything feels new. No creaks, aches.” A quizzical expression crossed the youth’s face. “Lacking experience, I wonder if I would know what creaks and aches are. And then, how do I even know to speak of them?” A bright expression was followed by, “Then again still, how do I even know to speak?”
  


  
    Miranda was not amused. “Where is this place?”
  


  
    “We are in the last bastion of a dead race, where they futilely attempted to resist chaos. They were obliterated so many years ago that no sign of their existence remains save these ramps and tunnels.”
  


  
    “How do you know me?”
  


  
    Again, a bright expression was followed by one of wonder. The boy had a perfectly round face save for a slightly pointed chin. He had vivid green eyes and wisps of reddish-blonde hair stuck out under the hat. “I don’t know. I just know.”
  


  
    “What do you know?”
  


  
    The brow furrowed for a moment. “I am your guide.”
  


  
    Lacking patience even in the best of circumstances, Miranda barked, “Then guide me!”
  


  
    “Very well,” said Piper. “We need to go up there.” He pointed to the dark top of the cavern.
  


  
    “Give me a moment,” said Miranda, focusing her concentration on that gloomy destination. She cast a spell of distant vision and her view passed through several levels of lightless tunnels and caverns, only her magic senses giving her a vision in the darkness, until she saw a large hole beneath an open sky hundreds of feet above them. Darkness above indicated a massive cavern above the one in which they found themselves. “Very well,” she said. “Do you need my aid?”
  


  
    Laughing, Piper said, “Would I be sitting alone in this godsforsaken pit if I didn’t?”
  


  
    Miranda found the youth’s penchant towards good humour irritating, and realized that was felt from both her demon half and her human half. With a single step she grabbed Piper around the waist and willed them to the indicated destination.
  


  
    She found herself on the lip of a vast crater, and letting go of Piper, she used her demon’s vision to pierce the darkness. The landscape was desolate, without a hint of any living thing. Glancing skyward almost gave her vertigo, for there was no cavern above.
  


  
    The sky was empty.
  


  
    Where stars should have abounded, only a vast expanse of emptiness sprawled overhead. Miranda felt something akin to panic rising as she pushed her senses outward. Farther and farther she reached and finally she retreated back to where she stood, almost overcome by the experience. There were no stars. There were no comets. No worlds, or any other object of size as far as she could perceive. Instead a fine dust with occasional rocks ranging from the size of a man’s thumb to this slab of granite she stood upon.
  


  
    “Where is this place?”
  


  
    Piper said, “You believe it to be the Fourth Circle. A battle of consequence was fought here in ages past.” He waved a hand lazily at the sky. “This is the consequence.”
  


  
    “Nothing is left?”
  


  
    Piper smiled and in the magical corona surrounding Miranda, she couldn’t tell if he was being ironic or sad when he said, “There’s a great deal left, but it’s just been ground down to a fine powder in most places.”
  


  
    “Why am I here?” she turned to ask, but Piper was gone. In his place stood a young woman with ebony skin, eyes of piercing black, hair tightly gathered in rows that flowed down her neck to her shoulders. She wore a similar costume, but of red and beige rather than green and yellow. “Where’s Piper?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “I am Piper,” said the young woman in a voice as melodic as one could imagine. She picked up the exact same pipe Miranda had seen before and blew the same annoying melody.
  


  
    In the span of two lifetimes, one as a human and the other as a demon, the merged being of Child and Miranda had seen many things, shape-changing and conjured illusions being among them, but there was something different about this creature. “You change your body at will?”
  


  
    “Yes, don’t you?”
  


  
    “Not lately,” said Miranda, deciding to ignore the body shift. She remembered something Pug had said about one of Kalkin’s visions. Suddenly she realized she didn’t know if it was something he had said to her on Sorcerer’s Island as Miranda, or something since Child had come to this world with Miranda’s memories. “I’m losing one of my selves, aren’t I?”
  


  
    Piper shrugged. “I don’t know about such things. I only know what I know.”
  


  
    Miranda was intrigued by that statement. “Isn’t that true of everyone?”
  


  
    Piper smiled, her teeth brilliant against her dark skin. “Some people know things they don’t know they know. But I only know what I need to know. I was formed for a task, nothing more.”
  


  
    “Formed?”
  


  
    “I was of the Bliss, at one with the Source, and now I am here with you to provide what you need.”
  


  
    Miranda saw something behind Piper’s shoulder and said, “What is that?”
  


  
    Piper turned and saw a speck of light. “An energy adjustment.”
  


  
    Suddenly the pinpoint of light blossomed into a cascade of sparkling lights that rapidly blinked out of existence. “Despite seeming empty from your perspective, there’s a lot going on here,” observed Piper. “The Fourth Circle is contracting. In… time is a difficult concept… some years, many years, few…? In some amount of time the Fourth Circle will be gone.”
  


  
    “One of the Circles will be gone?” Miranda thought of the ever-expanding void in the centre of the Fifth Circle and asked, “Will the Fifth Circle vanish?”
  


  
    “I do not know,” answered Piper.
  


  
    “What am I doing here?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “That I know,” said Piper. She pointed behind Miranda. “Look!”
  


  
    Miranda turned and where a void had been moments before, a panorama of a massive arc of heaven stood revealed, as if some incredibly large curtain had been drawn aside. A vista of stars was visible and for a brief moment Miranda had a touch of vertigo as the sun rose above it and moved at noticeable speed.
  


  
    “This was once a place like those to which you’ve travelled, realms of countless worlds, stars, comets, planets teeming with life,” said Piper, and hearing a new voice, Miranda turned to discover Piper had changed bodies again. A tall, handsome man of middle years, with a neatly trimmed beard just lightly shot through with grey stood wearing a similar outfit as the last two incarnations had, but this one was in a sable black that looked like velvet, trimmed with gold lamé. “Will you stop that?” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Why?” answered Piper in a deep, melodious voice. “Bodies are fun.”
  


  
    “You never had one before?”
  


  
    “I may have, but I don’t remember. We who are spun out of the Bliss know only what we need to know; whatever pasts we may have experienced are part of the Unity with the One.” He shrugged and grinned. “Makes everything new.”
  


  
    “Wonderful,” muttered Miranda. “The gods send out curious toddlers to save the universe.”
  


  
    “Watch and learn,” said Piper.
  


  
    A massive storm of energies erupted across the panorama before Miranda, and Piper said, “The Sundering.”
  


  
    “What is it?”
  


  
    “When the heavens and hells split. Behold the demon host.”
  


  
    A swarm of creatures flew out of the rip in space and Miranda’s eyes widened. Instead of the seemingly endless variety of shapes of horror Child had known since her birth, this was an army of incredible beings, roughly human in form and beautiful in a way she could barely comprehend. There was not the slightest resemblance between what she knew from her short tenure in the Fifth Circle and what she now observed.
  


  
    Soon another figure emerged, a being so brilliant she could barely look at it. “Who is that?” she asked.
  


  
    “Hell’s first king,” answered Piper and she saw he had reverted to the form she had first seen, the youth in the green-and-yellow garb.
  


  
    “He… is beautiful.” Both Child and Miranda found him an object of stunning form and elegant grace. “What is his name?”
  


  
    “Name?” Piper blew a shrill note. “That could be his name. ‘Name!’ He has a different name for every race of being that encounters him. Some worship him as a god, and others fear him as the ultimate font of evil. He is, or was, or will be a force of nature. Does calling air that stirs ‘wind’ make it different to when it goes unnamed?” Piper pointed with his flute. “The Shining One, Light Bringer, Fallen Star, First of the Chosen, Accuser, Defiance, so many names in so many languages.” He gripped her arm lightly. “There was a first cause. But this was the second. Remember that. Your father and Pug witnessed the First Cause. You are seeing the second. He was first among those created by the First Cause, Most Beloved, but he challenged his creator, and became the Opponent!”
  


  
    Miranda could not tear her eyes from the image. There was no scale. Hell’s first king could be the size of a man seen from very close, or a mile tall viewed from many miles’ distance. The human-like face was perfection, without blemish or flaw. If one could imagine perfect proportions of brow to nose to chin, fullness of lips, set of eyes, shape and contour of a male body, then he was perfect. A woman of no small life experience, she was overwhelmed by desire and longing, a need for more than mere physical love, but to be accepted by this being. She said it aloud: “He’s perfect.”
  


  
    Piper laughed. “No, but as close as any living thing can get. There was only one perfect being in existence.”
  


  
    “Who?”
  


  
    “In time. You’re not ready.” Piper waved his hand. “This is the event, or as you would see it… time confuses me. This is the Second Cause.”
  


  
    Miranda looked at the vista before her, distances beyond her ability to imagine, and in the midst of it, a sea of incandescent gases. Tiny lights dotted the cloud and she knew them to be stars. Five beings like the first one she had just seen, magnificent in every aspect, stood in a pose of confrontation, one facing the other four. No words were heard, but Miranda sensed they were communicating.
  


  
    “What am I seeing?”
  


  
    “Watch.”
  


  
    Suddenly one of the four moved to the Shining One and grappled with him; then the Shining One was gone.
  


  
    “What was that?”
  


  
    “There are many different stories. Here’s what you must know. For every cause there’s a reaction, an opposition; for every force, a counter force. It’s part of a balance so fundamental it surpasses even the First Cause. It is called Equipoise at its most fundamental, and that is what you must first understand. The one who fell was cast out because he questioned his creation and aspired to rise beyond his station. He brooded in solitude for ages and felt rage.
  


  
    “Then came envy, and the one who fell created imitations of his brethren. His children were demons. They would serve and worship him, as his brethren served their creator.”
  


  
    Again Miranda saw what Piper had called the demon host, a legion of beauty on the wing, appearing through a massive rift in the heavens, the Sundering. “Am I seeing what he really looks like?” she asked.
  


  
    Piper again blew a loud note, spun in a circle and said, “Of course not. There are bands of energy coursing through the universes impossible for any physical entity to perceive, let alone grasp. Understanding beyond any one mortal’s capacity is what is needed to grasp the totality of what is before you.
  


  
    “Threads of possibility, waves of probability, surges and flows of consciousness, vital forces beyond mortal comprehension.” In a patronizing tone he added, “We have to simplify so you can comprehend. Your feeble mind does what it can to understand, but it’s not sufficient.”
  


  
    Miranda scowled at being called feeble-minded, but let it go. “What are you showing me?”
  


  
    “The hosts of heaven.”
  


  
    “I thought you said it was the demon legion.”
  


  
    Piper laughed. “Your mind! It is lacking. Angels, demons, they are the same thing, but from different places! Or the same thing seen differently! They just serve different causes. They are opposites, yet they are the same!”
  


  
    Piper came to stand before Miranda, put his pipe under his arm, then formed a sphere with his two hands. “You see things like this! But in truth, they are like this.” Suddenly he pulled apart his hands, fingers wiggling frantically, and moved his hands in a flurry of motion. “There is no higher heaven, lower hell. The first circle is the first circle, or plane or realm or demesne.” He waved one hand high above his head. “Here you call it heaven.” Then he waved the other down below his waist, letting his flute drop, which he deftly caught with his free hand while he knelt. “Down here, the same place, you call hell!”
  


  
    He walked around behind her. “From here, I see you with black hair hanging down your back.” Before she could turn, he was in front of her. “From here I see your face! You look different from before. But you are the same!”
  


  
    “Perspective,” she said.
  


  
    “Yes!” He laughed, a clear boyish laugh. “You begin to understand.” He waved his hand and the image changed.
  


  
    Suddenly the King of Hell was a red-skinned monster with huge white horns that rose from his forehead and curved back over the dome of his skull, an upraised roach of black hair rising between them like the fin of a sailfish, and two enormous black bat wings spreading out from his back.
  


  
    The host of angel-like demons were now replaced with what Child would have expected to reside in hell. Miranda said, “Why…?”
  


  
    “You denizens of that region of the spheres, what you call the Fifth Circle, like all beings in one sense or another, are creatures of energy. You look the way you expect to look.”
  


  
    “I expected to look like Child?”
  


  
    “Language,” snorted Piper, obviously unhappy with its limits. “No, you creatures, all of you, together, over time, you come to believe things and they become so.” He laughed. “Look at this one. It’s wonderful!”
  


  
    She looked up and instead of figures of demons and angels saw a massive cascade of scintillating lights, so brilliant as to cause her to shield her eyes. Millions of other lights flowed and swirled around the twisting fountain of colour in the middle. It was as if every fireworks display ever conceived had been simultaneously unleashed on a scale to dwarf worlds. Colours darted so quickly, it was a sight to induce madness in a weaker mind than hers.
  


  
    “It’s energy, don’t you see?” asked Piper.
  


  
    “What do you mean?”
  


  
    “Energy, matter, time, it’s all the same. You just have to know how to look.”
  


  
    “Perspective,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Piper. He grinned and danced a step.
  


  
    “What am I looking at?”
  


  
    “Witness,” said Piper.
  


  
    Suddenly the entire sky changed. Instead of a window through which to view images conjured by whatever magic Piper or his master employed, Miranda found herself floating over a vast field of stars. There was a glorious harmony to all she beheld. Vast swirling oceans of star-studded gas moved across the heavens in stately progress, while comets blazed their timeless paths around multitudes of stars.
  


  
    “This is what the universe looked like from this rock when it was a planet,” said Piper, “before the Enemy came, before the time of madness and chaos.”
  


  
    Miranda was about to ask a question, then ceased as she noticed an anomaly. In a corner of a starfield, a dark spot had appeared, at first hardly noticeable in the flowing pattern of lights against the darkness around her. But after a moment she saw that there was something different about this blackness. If there could be shades of blackness, this was a depth of it, an absence of even the promise of light or colour.
  


  
    “What is it?” she asked.
  


  
    “Watch,” said Piper.
  


  
    “It must be immense,” said Miranda, “and very far away.”
  


  
    “Distance, like what I’ve shown you, is illusion. How do you think you move from place to place by thought?”
  


  
    “Magic,” she answered.
  


  
    “There is no magic,” replied Piper. “Nakor understands.” Miranda looked at Piper, who looked quizzically at her. “Or he will.” Piper frowned. “Or he has.” After another moment, Piper said, “Time is an illusion, too.”
  


  
    Miranda had only a rudimentary idea of how vast the distance between stars might be, but she knew, given the size of the sun around which Midkemia spun and how it appeared in the sky, and the size of those tiny pinpoints of light called stars, the distances were vast. Yet the dark spot was growing at an enormous speed. “It must be expanding at tens of thousands of miles a minute,” she muttered. “More,” she amended as entire clusters of stars were suddenly blotted out.
  


  
    She looked at Piper, who was transfixed by the sight above them. She asked, “Is it just blocking out what’s behind it, or…”
  


  
    “It’s eating stars,” said Piper. Then he said, “In your home world, the demon realm, the void where the first Kingdoms once were, that’s what it becomes eventually.”
  


  
    Miranda’s hand went to her mouth. “Gods.” Whispering, she asked, “What is it?”
  


  
    “The Enemy. The true Darkness,” answered a voice in the air, and when she turned Piper was gone.
  


  
    There was a popping sound from behind her and she turned. A vortex awaited. For a moment she hesitated, then she realized she had learned all she would here. She took a step and leaped into the dark vortex.
  


  



  • Chapter Eight •


  


  Storm


  
    

  


  
    Lightning split the sky.
  


  
    Brendan cursed every god of weather in every nation of every world that had gods of weather. He had made an uneventful journey down the coast, staying close and putting in whenever he caught sight of a sail on the horizon. As he moved south of the headlands known as Schull’s Rock, he took his bearing off the rising sun and pushed through straight on to Sarth. He knew the Quegan fleet would not put in that close to the Kingdom coast and felt safe hurrying along.
  


  
    When he came into sight of Sarth, he took a quick inventory and discovered he had four days of food and five of water on board. Rather than stop at Sarth, he put the helm over to starboard and beat a course dead south. He ran out a Kingdom pennant he had liberated from the mayor’s library in Ylith, used by Kingdom couriers, in case he encountered Kingdom warships that might otherwise stop and board his vessel. It was providential, as twice Kingdom ships altered course to give him a closer look, but catching sight of the snapping guidon in the royal blue and gold and Brendan giving a cheery wave, they returned to their original course, assuming Brendan was seeking out another ship.
  


  
    Now he was caught up in one of the Bitter Sea’s sudden weather changes. It wasn’t raining yet, but he could smell the moisture in the air. Lightning was cracking overhead, followed by thunderclaps that felt like physical slaps.
  


  
    The little smack was starting to climb up crests and dive into troughs and Brendan was starting to worry. In clear weather, if the charts and maps he had studied were correct, he should be seeing the smudge on the horizon that would have marked Sorcerer’s Isle, but now visibility was down by half as rain from the south-west formed a curtain on the horizon. If he was lucky, it would pass to the west of him, or only get him a little wet, and prove to be just another sudden squall.
  


  
    If it was a big storm, he could be sailing and bailing for days, and literally sail right past the island and be halfway to the Keshian coast before he realized his error.
  


  
    Or he could sail right onto the rocks of Sorcerer’s Isle’s north shore.
  


  
    Brendan checked his jib and saw it was well extended as the wind picked up, and knew that he would soon have too much sail. He tied off the tiller and quickly lashed the boom with a preventer, a short rope that would keep the wind from suddenly jibbing the boat while he pulled in the jib sail. Normally this type of smack had two masts, but this one had sacrificed the smaller abaft mast for the fish well. Usually two men manned this craft, but Brendan could find no one in Ylith willing to make the journey with him. He was young and had spent his life sailing the Far Coast near Crydee, and felt able to sail her solo. Until now, he realized. Right now a second man to man the sheets or bail out the bilge would have been most welcome. He had a small bailing bucket nearby, and if a wave crested the bow, he could hold the rudder with one hand while dumping some water overboard with the other. But it was tedious, fatiguing, and ineffective.
  


  
    Dropping the jib, he decided to sacrifice order for speed, wadded up the mass of canvas and dumped it in the fish well. He returned to the rudder, unlashed it and the boom and set his eyes on the horizon.
  


  
    Lightning flashed and he waited for the following thunder, but there wasn’t any. And then he realized most of the lightning was behind him. Then the lightning flashed again, and he realized it was in the same place as the last time he had seen it.
  


  
    He kept his eyes focused on the same place, as well as he could with a pitching craft and moving horizon, but after about half a minute, he was rewarded with another flash. Still no thunder.
  


  
    He tried to judge his direction, for the sky was heavy with clouds that blocked any hint of the sun’s position, save that the light was failing, so he knew it was late afternoon. And with the curtain of rain coming up from the south-west, visibility was dropping by the minute.
  


  
    Another flash, and this time he could make out what looked to be lightning traces, all near the surface. It was most definitely odd, though he had seen ground lightning ashore once. But at sea? Never. Usually the bolts streaked across the sky, or struck the surface, but… this? It was unlike anything he knew.
  


  
    Lacking a better guide, he tried to keep the boat pointed off the port side of where he first saw the flash, judging it to be as good a landmark as any he’d likely find.
  


  
    Slowly the display grew in size, and then in the distance he heard a faint sound, which quickly resolved itself into the crash of waves on rocks.
  


  
    A sheet of rain struck him like a thousand tiny whips, driving so hard that his eyes stung and water got up his nose; then it passed. Those tiny thunder showers were nothing he hadn’t seen before, but none had been this intense. Now he felt worry, for it was beginning to feel like a major storm was building up all around him.
  


  
    He cleared his vision and he saw it: the black castle.
  


  
    And then he saw the lightning.
  


  
    The castle was perched upon a massive upthrust of rock which formed a table, one separated from the main body of the island by crashing waves and boulders. A single, long drawbridge linked the castle to the bluffs opposite its entrance.
  


  
    Lighting erupted from the highest tower of the castle— long, actinic, jagged arcs of white with a hint of purple which left the eyes dazzled for a moment and lingered in afterimages of green. Brendan blinked and realized that was the “lightning” he had been seeing for some time.
  


  
    He ported his helm and pulled hard on the sheets to tack over and move away from this invitation to wreck on the rocks below. From what he had been told, there was a beach on the south shore. He felt the boat fight against a sideways tide and realized he was perilously close to a hidden tide-race.
  


  
    If the tide was pulling in that direction, it had to be the result of something unseen, either underwater rocks or magic: whatever the reason, it was a death trap for any vessel caught in it.
  


  
    Brendan ducked under the boom, and turned, tightly holding the boom sheet taut with his hand on the rudder while he loosened the outhaul, and the small craft heeled over. He could hear the mast creak as waves slammed into the hull.
  


  
    An odd calm settled over Brendan. He knew he could manage this balky craft. He settled into a series of movements, pointing the vessel in the right direction, moving almost casually against a mounting storm, climbing crests and dipping into troughs as the waves grew, keeping one eye on the malevolent marker that was the castle.
  


  
    Despite its baleful appearance, he had been told it was a showpiece, that the real community he was seeking was inland. Brendan considered the workmanship of the display, for whenever the lightning erupted from the tower he still recoiled slightly. He was now close enough that he could hear the sizzle of energy with the discharge and realized a very powerful magic must be at work. It might not pose a direct threat, but anyone approaching this island would be exposed to a demonstration of danger powerful enough to discourage further exploration.
  


  
    The artistry was all very well, but Brendan’s concerns turned quickly back to the state of his boat and his personal safety. Everywhere he looked, there were rocks along the coastline and the little craft was hardly able to make headway against both tide and wind. He was forced to take a very long tack away from the island and soon his back and shoulders were burning with the effort of keeping the bow pointed towards land against the combination of tide and wind which was trying to pull him back towards the rocky shore and away from whatever sandy beach was supposed to be there, beyond the surf and the limit of his vision.
  


  
    Feeling the hull under him moving the wrong way, Brendan yanked over hard on the tiller and ducked under the swinging boom, trying to fill the sail with enough wind to get moving forward again, even if in the wrong direction. But the boat was having none of it. It continued to move backwards while the sail luffed, snapping uselessly in the wind and giving him no momentum. The tiller and rudder caused the skiff to turn slowly on its centre line as the tide pushed it along. The boom continued to swing as Brendan sought to fill the sail with wind, and suddenly the bow of the boat swung around and it began to wallow, keeling over on the lee side, and then the boom tip was in the water.
  


  
    Brendan let go of the tiller for a moment to yank hard on the boom sheet, and the boat shook, then rolled back as it turned to follow the tide-race. That’s when Brendan knew he was in dire trouble, for he felt the craft take off as if it was a dog leaping after a rabbit.
  


  
    A tide-race meant shallows where the energy of deep waves was forced over an abruptly-rising sea floor. Which simply meant the mass of rocks he saw between himself and the castle was not starting close into the island, but was under his keel at this moment.
  


  
    He pulled the boom sheet and grabbed the tiller, pulling them over and trying to pick up speed so he could move off at a tangent to his current course, looping out and coming back in a far bigger circular course, adding hours to the journey if need be. The storm was growing and now he was starting to feel the rain pelt him, and he knew it would be a downpour in minutes. He lacked foul-weather gear, having to rely on the cloak he currently wore, which would soon be soaked.
  


  
    The bow lifted, and Brendan tried to keep focused and not panic. If the boat crested the wave and came down into the trough, everything would be well. If he heard wood scrape or, worse, splinter, he would be swimming in minutes.
  


  
    The vessel came down smoothly, and he pulled it over and got it set on a north-east course away from the island. He felt a momentary giddy relief.
  


  
    Then the boat crashed into underwater rocks.
  


  
    Brendan was thrown forward into the fish well, landing on his neck and shoulder with enough force that his vision swam. He lay in reeking water up to his chin while the boat shook and groaned as it was pushed across the rocks. He got up spitting foul water and could barely get to his feet. His head throbbed and keeping his wits was proving a challenge. Pulling hard, he got over the lip of the fish well, but as he tried to climb, the boom swung wildly, striking him forcefully.
  


  
    The world spun out of control and fell sideways, his senses fleeing as the boat started to break up on the rocks.
  


  
    

  


  
    Images swam above him as Brendan regained consciousness. He had trouble focusing and he ached from his head to his feet.
  


  
    A man’s voice said, “Quite a beating you took there, young sir.”
  


  
    The speaker was just a little out of his field of vision. He managed to croak out a sound and felt someone put an arm behind his shoulder and lift him as a cup of water was put to his lips. He drank a little and felt his throat relax a bit. “Sorcerer’s Isle?”
  


  
    A face hove into view. Female, but something decidedly unusual about her. He blinked and said, “Who are you?”
  


  
    With a slightly accented King’s Tongue, she answered, “I am Dilyna.”
  


  
    He blinked again and finally she came into focus. “Is this Sorcerer’s Isle?”
  


  
    She nodded and he noticed there was something odd about her eyes: they were a brown bordering on red. Her hair was a deep brownish red, but her skin was pale. She answered. “This is the Isla Beata, but some call it Sorcerer’s Isle.”
  


  
    “Oh,” he said as he tried to move. “Anything broken?”
  


  
    “Here,” she said, holding up a shallow bowl with a pungent-smelling liquid in it. “This will heal you faster and make the pain less.”
  


  
    He endured the draught, and finally said, “I’m Brendan. My brother is Henry, Duke of Crydee, and I’m looking for—”
  


  
    A voice from behind said, “Me, I should think.” A man came into view and sat on the edge of the bed. “I received word yesterday that a small fishing boat had crashed into the rocks, and tied up in the wreckage was a young man wearing a signet that identified him as a member of the royal family.” He tapped on the ring on Brendan’s right hand. “So I came to have a look.”
  


  
    Brendan felt a warm glow creep into his body and the pain subsided. “Ruffio!” he said, grabbing the dark-haired magician by the arm. “My brother needs you in Krondor…” He blinked. “Or maybe he doesn’t, now that I’ve found you.” He felt his eyelids grow heavy.
  


  
    “Dilyna failed to mention that she gave you a healing draught that makes you fall asleep.”
  


  
    A moment later, Brendan was snoring loudly.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hours later, Brendan awoke. The draught had done its work. He was stiff and a little sore, but nothing like the mass of pain he had been before. He saw the room was dark and wondered if he had slept through a day and night. There was a hint of grey light coming through a crack in the shutters. He raised himself up on his elbows and saw Dilyna sitting in the corner, reading something by lantern light. “Hello, again,” he croaked.
  


  
    He saw a pewter pitcher and cup on the nightstand next to his bed. He sat up and managed to fill the cup and drink. “I should do that,” she said, looking down at him.
  


  
    Brendan grinned. “I thank you, but I’m feeling much better now.” He must feel better: he realized Dilyna was far more attractive than he had first thought. Of the three brothers, Brendan was the ladies’ man, with Hal being relatively shy due to being the heir, and their mother watching him like a hawk. Martin had been in love with Bethany before Martin knew he was in love with Bethany, and whatever encounters he had had with town girls at Crydee had been the result of a festival, lots of wine or ale, and the girl being the predator, often thinking she might land the duke’s son. Brendan, on the other hand, had discovered the difference between girls and boys at a very early age and had also discovered he very much liked the difference. He had probably bedded more girls in Crydee and the rest of the Far Coast than both his brothers combined, despite being the youngest.
  


  
    Dilyna was not particularly tall, but he judged she had long legs and a well-rounded backside from the way her dress fitted her.
  


  
    When she realised she was being appraised, the colour rose in Dilyna’s cheeks. “I should fetch Ruffio,” she said, and hurried out of the room.
  


  
    The young magician appeared a moment later, followed by the girl. He smiled. “Feeling better?”
  


  
    “Yes, thank you,” replied Brendan. “How long have I been here?”
  


  
    “Our lookout saw your boat foundering off the point two days ago, and by the time we got down to you, it had struck the rocks and was breaking up. We found you entangled in line and sails and got you out. Another few minutes and I think you’d have been under water.” He smiled again.
  


  
    “I’m glad you got to me when you did,” said Brendan. A sudden burst of thunder caused him to look toward the window. “The storm still lingers?”
  


  
    “Two days now. It is not natural.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand.”
  


  
    “Someone is using weather-magic to keep this island busy,” Ruffio replied.
  


  
    Brendan sat up on the edge of the bed. “Do you know who?”
  


  
    “We have our suspicions,” said Ruffio. He motioned for Dilyna to depart and she hurried out of the room.
  


  
    “She’s very pretty,” observed Brendan, watching her go.
  


  
    “She’s also from a region of Novindus, in the Riverlands, where girls and boys are segregated, so I think you’d better get used to her avoiding you as long as you’re here.”
  


  
    “Pity,” said Brendan, then he lost his smile. “I have much to tell you, Ruffio, and I suspect time may be vital.” A sudden gust of wind rattled the shutters and he said, “And it may have some bearing on this storm you say is magical in nature.”
  


  
    “Say on,” instructed Ruffio. He sat down on the chair Dilyna had used as she watched over Brendan.
  


  
    Brendan recounted what Martin and Bethany had told him of their visit to E’bar. When he got to the part of the narrative where Martin had tried to describe the magic shell surrounding the city, Ruffio asked some questions Brendan was unable to answer.
  


  
    “I must find your brother, then,” said Ruffio. “You say he’s looking for me?”
  


  
    “To tell you what I’m telling you,” said Brendan. “And to see if you can possibly get him to Prince Edward’s camp. Edward’s as close to a king as we have now and someone in charge needs to know what’s going on in the Grey Towers. And if Martin doesn’t find you in Krondor, he’ll be on his way to the prince. Jim Dasher made it clear that we were to keep both the Crown and the magicians at Stardock informed. It was Martin who decided to send me here to let the Conclave know what was happening.”
  


  
    “Smart lad, your brother,” said Ruffio. “Though if you had found anyone of note, I would have heard of the situation your brother described eventually. However, your bravery in sailing here saves us time. I’ll send word to the Academy, then see if I can get your brother to Prince Edward in a timely fashion.” He paused. “Are you hungry?”
  


  
    Brendan realized he hadn’t eaten in nearly two days and suddenly the idea of food was appealing. “Yes, please.”
  


  
    “Supper will be served in an hour. Rest until then.”
  


  
    He left the room and Brendan set about cleaning his sword with a dry towel, knowing that he’d need to bathe it quickly in fresh water and oil it to keep the metal from pitting. After a few minutes, when he was convinced he’d done as much as he could with the materials at hand, he lay back down and within minutes was asleep again.
  


  
    

  


  
    Brendan was awakened by the gentle shake of Dilyna’s hand on his shoulder. Blinking, he smiled and said, “Supper?”
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “Please follow me.”
  


  
    They walked through a long hall that was noticeably colder than his room. A moment later, he discovered why. The outer side of the building was a series of rooms, but one large open door faced inward onto a huge garden. The door was currently allowing a bitter wind to gust down the hall, for while the garden was sheltered on four sides by the building, it was still taking a buffeting from the storm. Spraying water had drenched the floor, but they passed quickly by without getting more than slightly damp. They turned a corner and Dilyna led him to another opening onto the garden, but opposite it was a large hallway which connected that building to another. The centre of this building appeared to be a series of large rooms, one of which was a dining hall big enough for perhaps forty or fifty people.
  


  
    Unlike the hall at Crydee, which had an obvious head table where the duke and his nobles sat, this one had a large square of tables so that the diners could all see one another. Judging by the configuration, Brendan realized the tables could be moved and reset in various patterns to accommodate fewer or more diners at need.
  


  
    Ruffio waved him over to where he sat, next to two familiar folk. Brendan smiled at the two elves. “Calis! Arkan! I’m surprised to see you.”
  


  
    Calis nodded and smiled, but the dark elf, Arkan, barely acknowledged Brendan. “When we left with Miranda and Nakor, this was our destination,” explained Calis.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Brendan. “I didn’t think where you would go, beyond reaching Sarth.”
  


  
    Calis shrugged. “My mother was going to send another to Ylith, to inform the duke of the safe arrival of your mother and the others. I asked if I might be the one; I’m more at home in the cities than anyone else at Elvandar, save a few from across the sea, and they don’t know their way around the Kingdom as I do.”
  


  
    Arkan’s gaze narrowed slightly, but he said nothing. In the time they had been on Sorcerer’s Isle he had come to hold Calis, the alien Prince of Elvandar, in a grudging regard. He was not pure elf, not eledhel, moredhel, eldar, or taredhel. He was both elf and human and something else, and Arkan expected that “something” was a legacy of his father’s carrying the mark of the Dragon Lords.
  


  
    Calis continued, “It’s been years since I was last in Krondor, since the war with the Emerald Queen, so I thought I might visit.” He glanced at Arkan. “My friend here has other concerns, which seemed in line with things my mother might need to know, and he seems to be of the opinion that he must make contact with either Pug or his son, so here we wait.”
  


  
    Arkan nodded. “Indeed. We wait.”
  


  
    Brendan sat down in an empty chair next to Arkan and said to Calis, “Lady Bethany is on her way to see your mother.”
  


  
    “To what end?”
  


  
    Brendan explained what Martin had told him, and what he had already shared with Ruffio.
  


  
    Both Calis and Arkan reacted with concern. “We should go see for ourselves, don’t you think?” observed Calis.
  


  
    Arkan looked unconvinced. He shook his head slightly and said, “I’ve seen these so-called ‘Star Elves.’”
  


  
    Calis said, “One visited for a while in Elvandar.” He looked at the moredhel chieftain. “You don’t approve?”
  


  
    “They tend to be an arrogant lot.”
  


  
    Calis chuckled.
  


  
    “You find that amusing?” asked Arkan, his eyes narrowing.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Calis. “I’ve heard the same of your… clans.” He added, “I suspect much the same is said of us.”
  


  
    Arkan nodded. “We see those of Elvandar as having a very high opinion of themselves.”
  


  
    Calis sat back. “Still, this news from E’bar is more than just a little troubling. An invasion of some dark force, and the taredhel magicians confining it to the city. I’m certain my father will wish to see for himself.”
  


  
    If mention of Lord Tomas stirred a reaction in Arkan, Brendan couldn’t see it. He went on, “The fellow my brother spoke with, Tanderae, said something about betrayal at the highest level, the Lord Regent himself and his ‘meet’?” Brendan grabbed a hunk of hot bread from a nearby platter and slathered it with butter from a small bowl.
  


  
    Arkan paused, then said, “From the Regent himself? What of a warrior named Kumal, their Warleader?”
  


  
    Brendan said, “I do not know that name. If anyone mentioned it to my brother, he failed to mention it to me.”
  


  
    Calis said, “You’ve met him?”
  


  
    “No,” answered Arkan. “He came to speak with us, in Sar-Sargoth.” He glanced around to see if the name of the city in the Northlands registered on any of the others at the table, but no one reacted.
  


  
    “Oh?” said Calis.
  


  
    “He came to let us know we could continue to live as we liked, unless we ventured south, in which case we would be subject to taredhel rule.”
  


  
    Calis smiled. “I’m sure that was welcome news to those of your kin who called the Green Heart home.”
  


  
    “I left the meeting before the serious bloodletting occurred.”
  


  
    “I would certainly label the taredhel behaviour there arrogant,” Calis said.
  


  
    “Have you met one?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “The one your brother mentioned, Tanderae. He seemed…”
  


  
    Arkan chuckled. “Arrogant?”
  


  
    “A little, but he also seemed sincere. I’m not surprised to discover that if there was some plot or betrayal here, he was on the other side of it. He seemed to care about his people.”
  


  
    “It’s what the best of us do,” agreed Arkan. “We take care of our people.”
  


  
    Brendan looked around the room and found Dilyna sitting at a distant counter. He smiled at her and she shyly returned his smile, then glanced away. He also noticed a very striking blonde woman speaking with a man who wore a finely fashioned robe, but then a student came to fill his goblet with wine and others began serving meat, potatoes, greens, and boiled vegetables. Brendan was starving, but even as he ate he felt a growing sense of urgency. Was Hal still in Rillanon? Had Martin reached Prince Edward?
  


  
    Brendan was about to finish eating when a sudden scream from the courtyard cut through the sound of rain and wind. Instantly the entire dining hall was a flurry of activity.
  


  
    Brendan turned one way then another to see where everyone was rushing. He saw the attractive blonde woman and the man she was talking with come out of their seats, the woman with a mace in her hand. She also wore armour under a white tabard. Brendan realized she was a member of the Order of the Shield of the Weak, who served the goddess Dala. The rest of those in the room were magic-users of one stripe or another, save for the two elves who had left their bows leaning against the wall behind them and now had them in hand. Brendan yanked his sword out of its scabbard as he followed the rush out of the dining hall.
  


  
    The scream had come from the large garden in the next building over and even before everyone cleared the connecting hall between the two buildings, Brendan could feel something profoundly wrong in the air.
  


  
    It was a sense of evil, one that caused his stomach to turn, as if struck by an incredibly horrid stench. As he had learned in combat, he just gulped hard and focused on staying alive.
  


  
    He reached the courtyard as sizzling bolts of energy and flashes of flame were exploding all about a creature striking back with magic of its own. The water pooling in the garden seemed to come alive, lifting up and twisting into ropes of liquid, lashing out at anyone approaching.
  


  
    Brendan halted for an instant, his mind rejecting what he was seeing. The creature stood on two legs, roughly in the shape of a human, but the torso was covered in barnacles and patches of weed, leaving only a few glimpses of night-black skin exposed. The legs seemed to turn fluid at the ankles, as if the feet were constantly picking up water from the rain-saturated garden. The arms were likewise solid until the wrists, which then became massive, shimmering clubs of liquid. The head was a nightmare, with tentacles where a human’s mouth would be, an octopus-like body where the head would be, but with two large yellow eyes, one on each side. It reeked with the stench of things long dead on the ocean’s floor and it made gurgling and choking sounds like a man drowning.
  


  
    Brendan waited until it turned away and leaped in, sword extended. He struck the creature. It was like hitting the trunk of an ancient oak with a dull axe. The point slid off the creature’s skin, dancing around as it snagged on then slipped off the extrusions on the hide, and shock ran up Brendan’s arm.
  


  
    He leaped back and a spray of water hit him like a massive maul, propelling him across the garden. He skidded through mud into a now-drenched flowerbed and felt small branches catch at his clothing as he slammed into the low garden wall.
  


  
    Shaking off the blow, Brendan got to his knees then rose on wobbly legs. He found the woman warrior with the mace nearby, studying the creature. The man with the neatly trimmed beard was casting a spell of some sort, then stopped. “I can’t! It’s not summoned.”
  


  
    “Damn,” said the woman. Seeing Calis and Arkan, she shouted, “It’s immune to magic! Shoot!”
  


  
    An instant later both elves had nocked arrows and let loose, and two broad-headed shafts struck the creature. Arkan’s arrow managed to find an uncovered patch of skin and pierce the creature’s hide, but Calis’s merely bounced off the barnacles studding its hide.
  


  
    It howled in pain and lashed out, and the angrier it got, it sprayed water with more force. Now drenched to the skin, Brendan shouted, “It’s ugly as sin, but it would be a handy thing to have around the next time there’s a fire!” He looked around, did a quick inventory and realized only the blonde warrior with her mace and he with his sword possessed hand weapons that could do damage. The elves continued firing with little effect, as the creature’s rapid twists and turns made vulnerable spots targets only for seconds.
  


  
    Brendan shouted to Ruffio. “No magic works on it?”
  


  
    “Apparently not!” shouted back the head magician of the Conclave, drawing a belt-dagger. Brendan wasn’t entirely sure the magician knew what to do with it should the opportunity present itself.
  


  
    But watching the woman warrior was a marvel. She seemed to know exactly when to duck and move, and when to attack. She wasn’t doing much damage to the monster, but she was keeping its attention.
  


  
    Suddenly Brendan had an idea. “Ruffio!” he shouted.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “If your magic won’t work on it, can it work on me?”
  


  
    “What do you need?”
  


  
    “Fly me around that thing so I can get to it from behind.”
  


  
    “I can do that.”
  


  
    “Who’s the woman with the mace?”
  


  
    “Sandreena, Sergeant-Adamant of the Order of the Shield of the Weak.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Brendan. He turned and shouted, “Sandreena!” His voice cut through the chaos and she looked over.
  


  
    He pantomimed her moving to her right, causing the creature to move in the same direction, and she nodded. “All right,” said Brendan. “I need to be right up behind it.”
  


  
    “Then what?”
  


  
    “Get me a couple of feet above it, then when I shout, let me fall.”
  


  
    “Are you sure?” The magician’s expression indicated that he was as concerned for Brendan’s sanity as for his safety.
  


  
    “No. I’d rather she turned it around, then I could run and jump, except there is no footing.” The ankle-deep water made the move he desired impossible.
  


  
    “Ah,” said Ruffio, now understanding. “When?”
  


  
    “Now!”
  


  
    Ruffio waved his hand and suddenly Brendan felt a force lift him up out of the wet garden mud, twisting him slightly as he was elevated to a point immediately behind and above the sea creature. Sandreena did as she was asked and continued to hammer at the monster, keeping his attention.
  


  
    “Now!” shouted Brendan and he felt the force holding him vanish. He almost mistimed his blow despite knowing the drop was coming. He held tightly to his down-pointed sword and drove it into a spot above a row of barnacles and below the bulbous back of the monster’s head.
  


  
    The sword bit deeply, and Brendan was knocked about for a second as the creature began to thrash. Then he lost his grip on the hilt and fell to the ground, only to be hit by a powerful jet of water that sent him once again crashing into the bushes at the boundary of the garden.
  


  
    A cry of pain and rage filled the garden, then suddenly the creature seemed to fall apart, bits and pieces just dropping away from its form. Within a minute, only a pile of foul-smelling debris from the ocean’s bottom remained.
  


  
    The rain still pelted them all in the garden, and Brendan looked up to see the blonde warrior extending her hand. “Well done, youngster,” she said.
  


  
    “Thank you,” said Brendan as his once-again-punished body reminded him he was not immortal.
  


  
    The man in the finely fashioned robe came and introduced himself as Amirantha and said, “Bravery or foolishness, it worked.”
  


  
    “A bit of both,” said Ruffio. “Now, how are you?”
  


  
    “Glad your gardener didn’t plant roses,” Brendan said, pulling twigs out of his hair.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “Let’s get out of the rain and discuss this. Pug’s study after you’ve dried off?”
  


  
    Amirantha and Sandreena nodded. Brendan said, “I am going to need some of that healing draught before I sleep, I think. Things are starting to hurt again.”
  


  
    “Pity,” said Ruffio. “I know how foul that concoction tastes.”
  


  
    “They always do, don’t they?”
  


  
    Dilyna came to Brendan’s side and said, “Do you need help, sir?”
  


  
    Brendan smiled and found his face hurt. “Thank you, but I can manage.” He turned to Ruffio and said, “I’ll clean up and…” He turned back to Dilyna. “You could come by in ten minutes. I don’t know my way to Pug’s study.”
  


  
    She almost beamed, then nodded and left.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “You seem to have charmed our shy girl.” He looked with barely hidden disgust at the mass of rotting sea life where the monster had stood. “Given the circumstances, that’s an achievement.”
  


  
    Brendan shrugged. “It’s a knack.”
  


  
    He left Ruffio, Amirantha, and Sandreena collectively shaking their heads in amusement.
  


  
    

  


  
    Brendan was wobbling a bit by the time he reached Pug’s study, Dilyna gripping his arm. “Thank you,” he said, trying to be charming, but only managing to look more pathetic.
  


  
    He entered the room and found Ruffio, Amirantha, and Sandreena along with three magicians he didn’t know, sitting down and the two elves seemingly content to stand at the wall.
  


  
    “Young Prince Brendan,” said Ruffio as Brendan sank into a chair near the door. “Again, your bravery and ingenuity put us all in your debt.” A smattering of agreement went around the room. Brendan was in too much discomfort to feign modesty. He really didn’t want to be anywhere but in bed at that moment— alone, to his own surprise.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “Let us go back over what we know.” He held up a finger. “First, we were attacked by an agency that is powerful enough to put a creature into our midst despite our best defences against magic. Second, it was immune to our magic. Lastly, we’ve never seen its like before.” He looked at Amirantha. “Have you?”
  


  
    “No,” said the warlock. “But I have heard of creatures like it.”
  


  
    Sandreena looked at him and said, “Oh, really?”
  


  
    “Where I hale from, in Novindus, there are several types of water-based demons, called rakshasa, who are pretty nasty customers.” Amirantha paused and said, “This could get complicated.”
  


  
    Sandreena smiled and said, “Say on. We need to know and we realize you tend to the pedantic.”
  


  
    Brendan realized at that moment there was quite a history between those two, but he found the subject matter interesting.
  


  
    “Like the demons you and I are more familiar with, the demons of water— those I mentioned are more associated with rivers and lakes than oceans— are one of three basic types: the summoned, the spirit, and the created. The reason none of our magic worked is that that thing was neither spirit nor summoned, but created. It was the work of necromancy, coupled with demonic spirits.”
  


  
    Sandreena looked disgusted. “So my banishment would not work.”
  


  
    “Nor mine. Nor apparently any of the magic employed here.” He looked at Ruffio. “Had you a priest of Lims-Kragma here, he would have recognized the necromancy instantly for what it was, and if powerful enough, he would have had means to counter it. Several other temples likewise could have dealt with the creature, though an especially powerful construct can even overcome that.
  


  
    “But even the most powerful of the created beings have a vulnerability, one still-living part necessary for its continued existence. Find that part and kill it, and the rest falls apart. It’s usually a human head or a heart. The head makes for a more intelligent creature, able to act more independently, but the heart is preferred, for you can encase it in the centre of the creature, providing more protection.
  


  
    “Young Brendan’s sword did the trick, cutting down through the body into the heart, the one living thing left in it to bind the spirit to the flesh and other matter used to fashion the body. That caused the demonic spirit to flee back to the Fifth Circle and the creature to fall apart.”
  


  
    Sandreena looked at Brendan. “How did you know where to strike?” she asked.
  


  
    “I didn’t. I just saw an opening between all that armour on its body and the head, a bare spot at the base of its neck. I didn’t think I could hit it and slice the head off, but if I could jump high enough and plunge my blade…” He shrugged. “With all that mud, I couldn’t get a running jump, so I needed you to distract it long enough for Ruffio to magically pick me up and drop me on it.”
  


  
    “Still,” said Ruffio, “some of our magic should have harmed it.”
  


  
    “That has me concerned as well,” said Amirantha. “It wasn’t the usual sort of demonic resistance to banishment magic or even physical damage; it was as if the magic wasn’t working when I cast the spell.”
  


  
    Several voices echoed agreement. “It’s canted everything,” said one magician. “I tried to access my room through a step-through rift to fetch a magical weapon, and it wouldn’t open.”
  


  
    “I can’t transport to my room, either,” said another magician.
  


  
    Ruffio got a very worried expression. He pulled a Tsurani relocation orb from his pocket, pressed his thumb on a tiny lever and nothing happened. He said, “One of the properties of this storm seems to be to keep magic from working as it should.” He lifted his hand and a small pot of flowers in the corner of the room moved upward. “Not all magic, but…”
  


  
    “The important magic,” finished Sandreena.
  


  
    “Where did it come from?” asked Calis. “There’s a very nasty storm blowing, so how did it get into that garden?”
  


  
    “You said it wasn’t conjured,” said Ruffio to Sandreena, who nodded. “Our magical defences prevent any conjuration or translocation from outside. Someone or something had to physically bring that creature here and drop it in that garden.”
  


  
    “For something to be flying out in that weather…” said Arkan. He shrugged, leaving the thought unfinished.
  


  
    “This storm shows no sign of letting up.”
  


  
    “It’s not natural,” said another magician. “I know as much about weather-magic as any man here, and this storm is being manipulated.”
  


  
    “To what end?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    Sandreena’s smile was ironic, “To keep us busy here.”
  


  
    “So we aren’t somewhere else,” finished Brendan. He sank back in his chair, fatigue washing over him.
  


  
    “In the Grey Towers Mountains,” supplied Arkan.
  


  
    “At E’bar,” finished Calis.
  


  
    Ruffio sat, “Then we have but one task. We need to find the source of this storm, and put an end to it.”
  


  
    Brendan looked out of the shuttered window as if he could somehow see through the heavy wood, and knew what he would witness if he had that ability. He had lived on the coast his entire life and could tell from the sounds that the winds were mounting, and trees were bending before them. Soon roof tiles would be torn away and smaller buildings knocked over.
  


  
    And as the elves had observed, it was all designed to keep them from returning to the elven city and the struggling defenders trying to keep a nameless horror at bay.
  


  



  • Chapter Nine •


  


  Journey III


  
    

  


  
    Nakor ran.
  


  
    He had appeared in what looked like familiar grassland, and had hiked to the top of a small knoll to look around, only to discover three very angry riders heading his way. A sense of the familiar washed over him, as he ran away from them. He evaded the first rider to overtake him, rolling underneath the horse he rode, dodging the next two riders.
  


  
    Once before in his life he had enjoyed such an encounter, rolling under horses, taunting riders and otherwise making the best of a very bad situation, but today he had misplaced his sense of humour. The three riders looked remarkably like the three Ashunta warriors he had cheated at cards many years before. The one currently trying to brain him with a ceremonial war club wore leather leggings, no shirt, and a leather vest. His companions were dressed in a different fashion, one in leather armour, the other in an ornate red shirt, flop hat, and leather knee-high boots, yet all had the ceremonial band holding their long, flowing hair back, set with a single feather.
  


  
    Nakor remembered this encounter and how it had previously ended, but lacked patience to see if things turned out as before. He might look like the card cheat who had swindled these three before, but he still possessed a demon’s powers. He jumped up and knocked one of the three riders from his horse, and leaped from that mount to the next one, swatting that rider off as he would a bothersome insect.
  


  
    The third rider shouted a war-cry and charged, and Nakor leaped again and drove his shoulder into the rider’s chest, knocking him from his horse. Nakor hit the ground, tucking and rolling, and came to his feet ready for more.
  


  
    He turned and the riders were gone.
  


  
    Standing a short distance away was a familiar figure, one Nakor had never expected to see again in his life. Looking amused, the red-haired young man walked slowly down the hill.
  


  
    “Nakor!” he said, throwing his arms around the little man, lifting him off his feet.
  


  
    “Borric,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Putting Nakor down, Borric looked around and said, “Am I dead?”
  


  
    “In one sense,” said Nakor, “we both are. But I think differently.”
  


  
    “As obscure as always.”
  


  
    “It’s my nature,” said the little man, laughing. He reached into his shoulder bag and said, “Want an orange?”
  


  
    Borric conDoin, eldest of twin sons of Prince Arutha of Krondor, and Hal, Martin, and Brendan’s many-times-great-uncle reached out with delight and said, “Thank you.” He stuck his thumbnail into the orange and began peeling it.
  


  
    Nakor looked around and said, “Some things are missing?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Borric. “The caravan and Ghuda and Suli Abul and the others.”
  


  
    “So we’re really not where we think we are,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Actually,” corrected Borric, “we are not where we appear to be. As I have no idea where we are, I’m not thinking about it.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “You learned a few things.”
  


  
    Borric smiled. “You have to, being king.”
  


  
    “What do you last remember?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “Lying in bed, listening to a priest droning on; I was silently praying to Lims-Kragma to take me so I wouldn’t have to endure the sound of his voice any more. I know my wife was there, and other family, but the last year… it wasn’t kind.” He looked around, smelling deeply. “Flowers blooming, close by.”
  


  
    “Perhaps.”
  


  
    “The worst thing about ageing, Nakor, is that until the mind goes, you think you’re eternally… thirteen years old!” He laughed. “Perhaps lacking some of that youthful optimism, and certainly knowing the sting of setbacks a great deal more, but in the end, there’s still a child in there somewhere.” He tapped the side of his head. “If you but just let it thrive.” Then he laughed again. “Look who I’m talking to. You’ve always let the child in you find wonders.”
  


  
    Borric sighed. “The thing is, that child wants to run, jump, swim, love, fight, sing, and all the joys of being young, in just existing and feeling invincible and eternal.” He smiled. “But the body won’t answer. You try to leap to your feet as you did when young, but there’s a pain in your back, and one knee wobbles and someone is there with an outstretched hand to guide you.” His expression turned wistful. “The last year, though, I would be talking and then… I was somewhere else, and hours had fled. I could look at the faces of old friends and their names… were missing. My children… sometimes I confused them.” He looked regretful. “You’ve made the right choice, Nakor, in not growing old.”
  


  
    “I can’t say I had much choice in the matter,” said the little man, biting into his orange. “Something to do with the power to do tricks that I was given.”
  


  
    Borric laughed. He looked down at his hands and flexed them. They were the hands of a young warrior in his prime. “I feel wonderful. Though…”
  


  
    “Though what?”
  


  
    “This small cut, here,” he said, pointing to the back of his left hand. “I remember exactly how I got that. When we were storming through the imperial palace, trying to save the empress. With all the knocking about Erland, Ghuda and I did, the sword fights and brawling, I banged my left hand against a damn lantern on a metal tripod, and got this annoying little cut.”
  


  
    “Interesting,” said Nakor. “As I suspected, you are not some creation of the gods given Borric’s memories, but it is really you. Somehow a tiny part of you was captured and brought forward to this moment.”
  


  
    Borric put his hands on his hips and looked down. “I think I know. Right after we left Kesh to return to Krondor, a bit after we dropped you off at Stardock, when Erland and I were perhaps two nights away from home, we were sleeping next to our horses and I awoke.” He put his hand on his chest. “I felt this… slice of cold.”
  


  
    “Slice?” Nakor’s expression was now very curious and lacking the usual delight he showed faced with a conundrum.
  


  
    “There was an… echo, for lack of a better word. A similar cut of cold.”
  


  
    Nakor was silent and then said, “I think I understand.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Borric.
  


  
    “If I am right, a tiny sliver of your existence, the briefest moment of your life, was captured, and kept, for this meeting. It was your life, cut so thinly, that your existence jumped that infinitesimally small space, so your life didn’t end there. But a bit of that life was taken from you.”
  


  
    “Odd,” said Borric. “How is it, then, my memories after that time are with me, from then to taking the Crown when Uncle Lyam died, to my marriage, children, all the palace years… to my own death?” He looked around, the wind picking up a little. He turned his face to the sun, smiled, and extended his arms. “If I am only to remain for a moment, at least my last memory will be of sunshine on my face, wind carrying the scent of tall grass, and a conversation with the most amusing man I ever encountered.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “Thank you, but beyond amusing, I am also very curious. If I understand what is occurring, your presence was arranged to impart knowledge to me.”
  


  
    “Ah,” laughed Borric. “I can’t begin to imagine what I could ever teach you, Nakor.” He shook his head and said, “You know, Erland and I always regretted that you never left the west to come visit.”
  


  
    Nakor shook his head. “After our adventure in Kesh, I’d had enough of palaces for a while.” He sighed. “I did visit Krondor, once, when Jimmy was duke. That’s a nice palace.”
  


  
    Borric’s expression turned thoughtful. “That was my home, where I grew up.”
  


  
    “Very nice place. Lots of rooms.”
  


  
    Borric laughed again and looked around. “Is…? Did you hear something?”
  


  
    Nakor cocked his head. “A pipe… and a drum, if I’m not mistaken.”
  


  
    “Odd,” said Borric, casting around. “This way, I think,” he said, pointing up a rise. He took two steps, then stopped. “I remember this place.” He pointed behind Nakor. “Shouldn’t there be a river that way about a quarter of a mile?”
  


  
    Nakor nodded, “On the other side of the road that isn’t there, either. Yes.”
  


  
    “So on the other side of this ridge is that nice little vale where we camped the night after you joined the caravan with Ghuda and me!”
  


  
    Borric was about to walk up the rise when Nakor said, “Wait.”
  


  
    “What?” said the one-time King of the Isles.
  


  
    “After we parted, what was the most important thing you learned? You know, when you went from being prince to king?”
  


  
    Borric was silent for a moment. “I was Borric conDoin, son of a prince, nephew of a king, a king myself, father to a king. I was a son, a husband, a brother, and a father. I made decisions every day that changed lives, sometimes cruelly. I threatened wars, and fought them, and in the end I was an old man in bed when death came.”
  


  
    “What did you learn?” asked Nakor, his voice almost entreating.
  


  
    Borric motioned for the little man to walk with him. As he headed towards the sound of pipes and drums, he said, “My true education began when I was captured in the Jal-Pur, Nakor.” His expression turned thoughtful. “Being in the slave pens, fighting my way through that brothel with Suli, stealing a boat, serving aboard ship as a common sailor, all the things I did before I met you, then all we did after. Losing Suli.” His eyes turned to scan the horizon. “I learned true courage watching a frightened boy try his best to do what needed to be done despite being terrified right up to the moment he died.” He shook his head as he reflected on these things. “People talk about honour and duty and respect, and a host of other things to dignify their acts. In the end it’s this: you have love or you don’t.”
  


  
    “Love?”
  


  
    “Have you ever loved something so much you’d gladly die to preserve it?”
  


  
    Nakor was silent.
  


  
    “Honour without love is a pose, a hollow justification for your acts. It’s not what you’re willing to fight for, but what you’ll gladly die to preserve: a brother, a wife, or your child.
  


  
    “The same holds true with nations. I would die for my nation, because I loved it. The Isles is a place, like Kesh, or Roldem, just earth and rocks, trees and bushes, pastures and streams.” He waved his arm. “Grasslands and mountains. It’s just another place until you understand it’s where your family lives, where the people who matter to you live, and the people who matter to them; those other places, that’s where people you don’t care about live. Given a choice, you’ll fight to defend your people. More, you’ll die to protect them.”
  


  
    Nakor felt a glimmer of understanding begin to take form. “Go on.”
  


  
    “It’s a bond like no other, Nakor. Until I travelled to Kesh with you and Ghuda and Suli Abul, I didn’t understand, truly. Erland and I had a difficult time learning about the responsibility that comes with privilege. My father loved my mother so much he let her indulge us, my brother and me, our sister, our little brother.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “Nicholas.”
  


  
    A sadness passed over Borric’s face. “Erland and I were terrible to him before that journey, Nakor. I was changed by that journey.” He then laughed. “Erland, too, but not so much.”
  


  
    “You were in a slave pen. He was in a palace with lots of pretty girls who didn’t wear much.”
  


  
    Borric’s smile faded. “But we lost Uncle Locky there, along with Suli. Erland felt that.” The wind strengthened and the music in the distance grew a bit louder, then faded. A scent of sage and flowers touched them and fled.
  


  
    “In the end, you lose everyone, don’t you?”
  


  
    “Yes, I suppose so,” said Borric. “Let’s see who’s playing that music.”
  


  
    Nakor was a step behind Borric when the former King of the Isles said, “It’s about touching lives, Nakor. It’s about sacrifice because you love something more than yourself. It’s about making a difference.” He stopped for a moment. “It’s about a farmer who can get his crops safely to market without being murdered by bandits because I made the roads safe— me, King Borric of the Isles. And because I did, he gets safely home with his tiny pouch of coins and those things his wife asked him to fetch back from market, and a sweet for his little girl, or perhaps a toy for his little boy, and their lives unfold as they do.” Borric’s eyes grew moist with emotion. “But I didn’t make the roads safe so that farmer would love his king. I made them safe because his king loves him and his family.”
  


  
    “I’ve known men of power, Borric. Some before I met you, others after, but your family is unique. Most rulers… the farmers are there to grow crops, pay taxes, and make them rich.”
  


  
    Borric said, “Nothing lasts forever, but this I know. If a conDoin sits on the throne of the Isles, no matter how talented or flawed the man is, somewhere inside of him is a love for his people that comes from the foundation of my family. When the first conDoin king put a rude circlet of gold on his brow, he did so thinking, ‘This is my land. These are my people. I am their servant.’ Even my uncle’s predecessor, poor, sad Rodric, ‘the Mad King,’ loved his people.” Suddenly he laughed. “Maybe that’s your lesson, Nakor.”
  


  
    “Maybe it is.”
  


  
    “Come, let’s see about that music.”
  


  
    They hurried up the rise and when they reached the ridge, they both stopped.
  


  
    “It’s a fair!” said Borric in delight.
  


  
    Below were colourful tents, a large striped red-and-white one, and one Nakor particularly remembered: a hideous combination of grey and purple with a green fringe; and half a dozen wagons arrayed in a semi-circle, behind which was a camp, cook-fires, and horses.
  


  
    Nakor took a step down the slope. “I know this fair,” he said in disbelief. “It’s Bresandi’s travelling fair!”
  


  
    He turned to find his companion was gone. Nakor stood motionless for a moment, then softly said, “Goodbye, King Borric.”
  


  
    When he turned back, a woman was standing before him. “Jorma,” he said in wonder.
  


  
    She smiled a rueful smile. “As good a name as any. How are you, Nakor?”
  


  
    “You know I’m not Nakor,” he replied.
  


  
    “Close enough,” she said, moving to his side and slipping her arm through his. “Still with the bag of oranges, I see.”
  


  
    “Always,” he said, trying to force a lighter tone. The woman who now walked slowly down the hillside with him, arm in arm, had once been Nakor’s student, then his wife. The demon known as Belog had never been so overwhelmed by the identity of Nakor as he was at this moment.
  


  
    Nakor knew her as Jorma, but she had many other names, the last being Lady Clovis, then the Emerald Queen. Now she looked as she had when he first met her, not looking young due to powerful magic, but young in truth: an ambitious girl with raven hair and piercing eyes that seemed to see inside him.
  


  
    “Last thing I remember about you,” she said, “was you ruining my master’s plans to infect the Kingdom of the Isles with a plague.”
  


  
    “I wondered how willing you were in that plot,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “I had illusions then. I thought I could wield any power and command it. The arrogance of youth, you could say. Or perhaps I was always just full of myself.”
  


  
    She had always been a striking woman. Born of common farmers, she had carried herself like a queen since girlhood. She was slender, but strong, her features lovely, yet hard. She had beguiled him at first, seduced him, then abandoned him. “What was the last thing you remember before you got here?” he asked.
  


  
    “It’s quite odd, actually,” she replied as they approached the fair. “I was negotiating with a demon— always a tricky business— and suddenly the demon was inside me.”
  


  
    “Not in a good way,” quipped Nakor.
  


  
    “You evil little man,” she said. “I was fond of you, you know.”
  


  
    “Until you wrung every secret out of me you could, then ran off and found Macros.”
  


  
    She smiled and there was little in it that was mirthful, but for the first time Nakor saw a hint of regret in her eyes. “From some people’s point of view, I got what I deserved, and perhaps they were right, Nakor. This demon, Jakan, he was a wily bastard. Having one slowly eat away at your mind to drain it of knowledge— and I mean literally eat— wasn’t pleasant. Seems devouring people is a demon’s fastest way to gain knowledge and power. I was alive perhaps as long as twenty minutes while he slowly picked my brain apart.
  


  
    “The odd thing, you know, is that once he tore open my skull, the pain stopped. I was helpless, unable to move, and very angry, as you might imagine, but the actual eating didn’t hurt. What hurt was losing… everything. I knew knowledge was vanishing— memories and abilities— but I didn’t know what they were. Just toward the end when there wasn’t enough left for any sort of cohesion, there was just this overwhelming sense of loss.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “There are those who would say you did, indeed, get what you deserved.”
  


  
    “You among them, Nakor?” She lowered her lashes slightly, reflexively flirting with him as she had when they first met, a habit more than an overt attempt to change his view of her; they had too much history for that to ever be possible.
  


  
    “Perhaps it’s just we are so different in outlook, Jorma. I never understood your thirst for power.”
  


  
    “And I never understood your endless curiosity to know things without a goal.”
  


  
    He laughed. “Haven’t you ever had a moment where coming to understand something, how something works, or what its true nature is, whatever you learned, in and of itself was the joy?”
  


  
    “I can’t say as I have.”
  


  
    “Your loss, then,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “The thing about death is, you learn that nothing is really important, in the end. I mean, will anyone care who we were or how we lived and died a thousand years from now?”
  


  
    “Very interesting question,” Nakor said. “If one is important enough to be included in a history, perhaps. But maybe the question is what is important about knowing that in a thousand years no one cares who you were or how you lived and died?”
  


  
    She looked as him as if she didn’t fully understand his point.
  


  
    “I mean, knowing what you know now, if you could start again, say this day,” he waved his hand around, “when you first arrived at Bresandi’s travelling fair, and met all of us…” He glanced away a moment, expecting to see some familiar faces— Totun the juggler; Batapol the knife-thrower and his wife and usual target Jantal; Subo the wrestler who would pay a gold coin to any man who could best him in the ring. This was the carnival where Nakor the Isalani, the card-cheat and swindler, had first discovered his tricks, and this is where he had met the young village girl, Jorma, whom he had cared for, trained and educated, then married. “Would you do the same things as before?”
  


  
    She was silent and said, “You’re not asking that. You’re asking, would I be a better person?” She sighed. “Probably not. I left those concerns for others. I would probably seek the same things— power, eternal youth, and the safety to enjoy my power and youth— but would seek different avenues of achieving those goals.”
  


  
    He sighed. “There were moments when I saw… glimpses of something more in you.”
  


  
    “Or moments when you wished you had seen more.”
  


  
    “I’ve spent a lot of time with your daughter. She’s who you could have been, I think.”
  


  
    “Miranda,” she said softly. “I was never a good mother. My best choice for her was to leave.”
  


  
    Nakor shrugged. “The Miranda I know wouldn’t disagree. Still, you left her alone with a father who was hardly an ideal parent.”
  


  
    “Macros,” she said softly. “He was… magnificent.” She sighed. Gripping his arm tightly, she hugged it to her. “But you, my funny little Isalani card-cheat, you amazing magician who doesn’t believe in magic, you were as close as I ever got to really caring for another. I know this means little to you, but I did think of you kindly from time to time.”
  


  
    “You hardly appeared to when we last spoke,” he said with a chuckle.
  


  
    “Well you and that half-elf and the fat pirate had just destroyed my plans for world conquest. I wasn’t happy.”
  


  
    “Necromancy,” he said, shaking his head. “Always a bad choice.”
  


  
    “You’re right. One thing I learned from Dahakan before he finally, truly died, was that being undead tends to make one insane. Apparently, just working necromancy does the same, but slowly. That’s why the second time I decided to try my hand with demons.”
  


  
    “Forgive me if I don’t say I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you.”
  


  
    “I understand, my dear Nakor.” She stopped and looked around, “I think…”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “I think my time is done.” She looked at him with an expression that could only be called affection, laced with regret, and with eyes shining said, “Still, we had fun while we were together, didn’t we?”
  


  
    A hot flash of memory that wasn’t his own, wasn’t real, struck the demon Belog who now thought of himself as Nakor. “Fun?” he said grimly. He looked away, for the forgotten feelings were still close to overpowering if he allowed them to be. When he looked back she was gone, as were the colourful tents that had served as a backdrop. He was alone on a flat patch of grass.
  


  
    Her question hung in the air.
  


  
    Softly he said, “It was never fun. It was the most pain I’ve endured. You were the only woman I ever loved.”
  


  
    He heard a suck of wind behind him and turned to discover another vortex hanging in the air. He pushed ancient feelings deep down inside, then took a step and jumped into the vortex.
  


  



  • Chapter Ten •


  


  Skirmish


  
    

  


  
    Hal drew his sword.
  


  
    Captain Reddic, leading the squad of thirty riders from Bas-Tyra, said, “Put up your sword, sir.” He did not know Hal or Ty’s name or rank, but having been told by a palace officer they were men of rank, he had presumed courtesy and deference from the moment they left Bas-Tyra eleven days before. “This is a local patrol out of Silden.”
  


  
    “Remind me, Captain,” said Ty, “to tell you the story of a bunch of Ceresian pirates we ran afoul of who were wearing Kingdom tabards— and last I heard, the Ceresians are now auxiliaries with Prince Oliver’s navy…”
  


  
    “It’s the boots,” said Hal quietly enough for the company to hear. Ty gave Hal a dirty look for spoiling the story.
  


  
    The men readied themselves as the captain held up his hand in greeting. The thirty or so men who approached wore the red tabards of Silden, decorated with a silver stag’s head. Their leader, a knight-lieutenant by his badge, held up his hand and ordered his men to halt. He rode forward and lifted his helm slightly in greeting. “Captain,” he said in a friendly tone. “We don’t usually see the tabard of Bas-Tyra this far west. What brings you to our part of the kingdom?”
  


  
    “Orders from my lord duke,” answered Reddic. “We bear dispatches for Salador.”
  


  
    “Odd,” said the lieutenant. “But given the chaos on the water, I guess it’s not that odd to be sending dispatches by rider instead of ship. Can we be of help?”
  


  
    “Just how do things lie between here and Salador?”
  


  
    “We’re getting mixed reports,” said the young lieutenant. “Here to where the road forks west to Malac’s Cross and south to Salador things are calm. My lord of Silden ensures that with our regular patrols, but south of there?” He shrugged. “Every warship in our navy is in Rillanon, and we’ve heard of both Keshian and pirate ships sailing within sight of Salador. And we’ve had reports of banditry, though with this many swords, I suspect you’ll arrive unchallenged.”
  


  
    “One can hope,” said Captain Reddic. “I fear no fight, but arriving in a timely fashion is important.”
  


  
    The two officers saluted and the two columns rode past one another, the men of both commands nodding respectfully. Hal couldn’t help himself, but glanced twice to look at the Silden contingent’s boots, finding them as polished as he would expect from cavalry in the field.
  


  
    The ride over the next four days was uneventful and as they entered Salador territory, they saw more and more signs of conflict. Villagers raced to lock themselves behind doors or fled into the field when they saw men with strange tabards approaching. The second time this occurred, Hal commented on it. “What’s got them so fearful?”
  


  
    One of the men riding just ahead of Hal and Ty said, “From a distance, they see these black tabards, so they can’t tell if we’re friend or foe. Might as well be a bunch of horseback pirates for all they know.”
  


  
    “With the navy gone,” said the man riding beside the first soldier, “it’s easy for a pirate sloop to ride in close, drop a dozen men over the side, and wait while they plunder. Farmers and fishermen, that’s what we’re seeing.”
  


  
    The first soldier said, “Don’t sell ’em short. They’re tough as old boots when formed up in a militia— I’ve fought beside too many of them to think they lack spine.”
  


  
    “No argument, Jacques,” said the second speaker. “But when only two or three of them are facing a dozen cut-throats, and they’ve got wives and daughters to think of, they’ll flee, or hole up and take ’em one at a time through the door.”
  


  
    “Rarely works, that,” said Jacques.
  


  
    “What rarely works?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Holin’ up. The pirates just burn you out and take what they want. You fight them on the beach or you run. Anything else is a waste of time and blood. Leave some booty behind and the sea rats won’t bother to chase you into the hills.”
  


  
    Hal said, “Before this trouble with Prince Oliver began, what was the coast like?”
  


  
    The second soldier said, “Quiet as could be, sir. A man could ride unarmed from Bas-Tyra to Salador with his purse filled with gold, and unless he ran afoul of a particularly bold bandit, he was as safe as he was in his own bed.”
  


  
    “Safer,” said Jacques. “Cities still have thieves, and that’s a fact.”
  


  
    They travelled until nightfall, then made camp on a flat-topped hill a short distance from the road, surrounded on three sides by light woods. Ty helped gather firewood while Hal helped tend the horses. He admired the squad from Bas-Tyra; they were efficient and disciplined. They might be close to the King’s Highway and almost to their destination, but the nearby grounds were cleared and a brushwork barrier was erected. It wouldn’t stop a rider, but it would slow men on foot as well as make a great deal of noise if moved. Also, sentry torches were cut and placed along the perimeter. When the last torch was cut and put in place, Hal asked the soldier next to him, “Aren’t we close to the city?”
  


  
    “Less than a day’s ride, I reckon,” answered the soldier.
  


  
    “Good. As much as I enjoy the company, a bath and bed would be welcome.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m not keen on baths; my papa said they’d wash away your strength, make you weak, so I avoid them until told by an officer, then I do it quick.”
  


  
    Having been downwind of the man, Hal had no trouble believing the story.
  


  
    The camp had become routine for Hal and Ty. For two weeks they had been riding with these men and while the two young nobles’ identities were still hidden, they had come to know the men they rode with well. Hal realized that in some way garrison soldiers were the same the world over. The Bas-Tyra accent might be foreign on his ear, and some of their words were foreign enough to make him wish he had studied the original Bas-Tyra dialect, but for the most part he understood and admired them. Like soldiers everywhere, they numbered their share of drunks, malingerers, malcontents, and fools, but he had little doubt these men had earned their duke’s loyalty as much as he had earned theirs.
  


  
    He approached Captain Reddic after the evening meal. “If you have no objection, Captain, I’d like to be off before first light.”
  


  
    “In a hurry to get to Salador?” Reddic asked with a neutral expression.
  


  
    Keeping his voice down, Hal said, “You’ve been a fine officer on this mission, Captain— one I’d be proud to have in my command.”
  


  
    “Your command?”
  


  
    Lowering his voice, Hal said, “I’m Henry conDoin, prince of the Kingdom and Duke of Crydee.” He had been carrying his father’s ducal signet in his belt pouch. He would follow tradition and bury it with his father once his father’s body had been recovered from the roadside grave where Brendan had buried him. At the king’s pleasure he would don the new ducal signet given him by his liege lord— whoever that might turn out to be. Hal showed the captain the ring, then put it back in his pouch. “I’m riding with my companion to take council with Prince Edward on the Fields of Albalyn.”
  


  
    Reddic reflexively started to come to attention, but Hal’s hand on his shoulder cut off the change in posture. “I’d just as soon appear at the gates of Salador as one of a pair of swords for hire than be escorted in by thirty of Bas-Tyra’s finest.”
  


  
    “Highness,” whispered the captain. “Whatever you command.”
  


  
    “How about Ty and I take the last watch before dawn, then just steal a march on you? Make up whatever story suits you and we’ll be fine. If fate gives me the opportunity to commend you to my lord Bas-Tyra, I will.”
  


  
    “Your Highness is too kind.”
  


  
    Hal smiled. “I know soldiers, and you handle these better than most.”
  


  
    He walked back to where Ty was patiently waiting for what remained of the food to be heated up. There was only so much you could do with salted pork, dried vegetables and jerked beef. More experienced cavalry cooks carried small packets of spices, trying to give the lacklustre food some semblance of variety. Hal was of the opinion that just getting anything hot on the trail was a situation for which to be thankful, so anything more was a blessing.
  


  
    “We’re taking the last watch and getting out of here early.”
  


  
    Ty nodded. “Anxious to get where we’re going?”
  


  
    “Absolutely. That popping around those magicians do… it would be something if we could do that at will.”
  


  
    “Maybe flying, while we’re at it,” said Ty with a wry grin. “I’ve been told some of them manage that feat, as well.”
  


  
    “All right. I’m going to get some rest until they tell us food is ready. Tomorrow night, a good dinner and a hot bath.”
  


  
    Ty laughed. “Don’t sound so expansive. You’re not buying; we’re going to be guests at the palace.”
  


  
    Hal lowered his voice. “No, we’re not. I’m foregoing the usual courtesy of calling on the Duke of Salador— Jim shared some intelligence with me before we left, and I’m not certain I want to be in Duke Arthur’s tender care, even for a night. We’ll find a decent inn, and I am buying.”
  


  
    Ty grinned. “I know just the place. Very good food; not as good as at the River House—” the River House was the name of his father’s twin establishments in Roldem and Olasko, famous in the Sea of Kingdoms for the best food one could buy. “But very good. The beds are soft with clean sheets, and the women are… very friendly.”
  


  
    “Sounds like just the place,” said Hal, lying down and putting his hands behind his head. His thoughts couldn’t help turning to Princess Stephané. No matter how many times he told himself that she was not only unobtainable, but that fate might decide he would never see her again, he still saw her face last before he fell asleep, and every morning she was the first thing he thought about. No woman he had ever met had filled him with such feelings: he felt profoundly empty without her.
  


  
    He had been somewhat sheltered as a youth, his mother apparently having eyes and ears in every home containing a daughter of appropriate age. Being the eldest son of a duke had advantages almost everywhere in the Kingdom, but not in Crydee. It would have been funny to Hal had he not been the object of the joke. While other young men his age were often closing down ale-houses and inns on Sixthday night, he was usually alone in his room reading or sitting with his family after dinner.
  


  
    Like most young men, he desired what he thought he was missing, and on those few occasions when he travelled with his father to Carse or Tulan, he did have an encounter with a serving girl or one of the town girls. He found the experience enjoyable and worth the time, but essentially empty.
  


  
    It wasn’t until he met Stephané that he realized what was missing. Once when a friend had been rejected by a girl he had asked his father about it, and remembered the reply. “He’ll get over it,” said his father. “But to speed it along, he needs to know that pain will come. The knack is to not engage the pain, not hold on to it like a treasured thing, but to simply let it pass through and wait until it’s gone. It will come less frequently and after a time, be gone.”
  


  
    Most of the time since coming to Rillanon he had been too busy to dwell on loving a woman he could never have as his wife, but it was in these quiet moments when something reminded him of her that he got an ache in his chest he could not shed. He refused to let his mind drift into self-pity or pointless longing, but the emptiness lingered. He tried to follow his father’s advice and simply let thoughts of Stephané pass through him, but they didn’t. They lingered and tormented him.
  


  
    He drifted off to a fitful doze, his mind floating through various thoughts and images. He missed his father, and wished he could talk to him about so many things, especially how best to serve his now smashed duchy and the Kingdom. And about Stephané…
  


  
    He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Sir, it’s your post.” Hal blinked and found one of the Bas-Tyra soldiers waking him. Blinking and feeling completely unrested, he said, “Thank you.”
  


  
    Ty was already awake and moving toward the horse line. When Hal caught up with him Ty said, “Rough night?”
  


  
    “Yes. Couldn’t sleep.”
  


  
    Ty said nothing. He had travelled enough with Hal to know that the young duke was an experienced enough soldier to grab sleep anywhere, so this was unusual.
  


  
    “Something up?”
  


  
    Hal shook his head. “Just things getting to me, I expect. Once we reach Salador I’m neck-deep in these politics and that’s a place I’d rather not be.”
  


  
    “I don’t envy you,” said Ty. He quickly inspected his tack and said, “I’ll take the west side.”
  


  
    Hal nodded. He glanced skyward and took note of the position of the stars and the setting two moons, Small Moon and Middle Moon. Large Moon rose with the sun this time of year. “We have two hours, then let’s saddle up and get an early start.”
  


  
    Ty nodded and moved off to the west side of the camp.
  


  
    Sentry duty was as mind-numbing a chore as a soldier could endure, yet it was vital. A man coming awake is not as effective a soldier as one already on his feet, weapon in hand and alert. It was conventional wisdom among every author on the subject of war that Hal had read that attacking in the early morning hours was the most effective tactic in a surprise attack. Men were either still sleeping or just rising and did not have their wits about them. Those attacking had the advantage of resting before the assault, and Hal knew enough as a student of warcraft to know that sometimes a battle turned on one side or the other having only the slightest advantage.
  


  
    He remembered reading an account of the battle for Krondor when the Kingdom seized its first foothold on the Bitter Sea, ages before. Krondor had been a mere hill fort, stone and wood palisades surrounding a basic town of wattle-and-daub houses. But it had been well defended and could be resupplied from the sea.
  


  
    The battle had begun and became a useless siege, and in the end the leader of the attacking Kingdom forces, Prince Leontin, brother to the king and the Duke of Salador, had led a sunrise attack on the last day. By noon it appeared as if the attack had been successfully repulsed, as the attackers withdrew, but a small fire had started, not in the wood of the rampart but in a small clump of brush in the surrounding trench at the foundation of the rampart, and suddenly three timbers collapsed. Prince Leontin saw that gap and turned his forces and hit it with everything he had, and by sundown the Kingdom possessed Krondor.
  


  
    The Kingdom of the Isles had its foothold in the Bitter Sea because a bush caught on fire.
  


  
    That lesson had stuck with Hal while others had not. He and his father had discussed it and his father had been clear on this one subject: the battle plan must remain fluid, changing from the instant you make contact with the enemy. It was the commander who could best adapt and respond on the spur of the moment who would emerge victorious.
  


  
    Hal peered into the night, trying to imagine what he would be doing now if the war had never begun. He and his brothers would still be in bed asleep, but within two hours or so they would be dressing to break fast with their parents.
  


  
    That life seemed a thousand years away.
  


  
    Hal heard something. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew it was something out of the ordinary. He snapped his fingers loudly, and Ty turned to look at him from the other side of the camp. Hal pointed twice towards the origination of the sound, then once in a circle motion around the camp, then he made a downward pushing motion with his hand, and Ty nodded that he understood.
  


  
    Ty awoke each man quietly, motioning for silence, and within a minute the camp was up and armed. Hal motioned to Captain Reddic that he was going out to take a look, and indicated that a soldier named Minton should accompany him, knowing from conversations along the trail that the lanky, redheaded soldier had been a practised hunter and tracker before enlisting.
  


  
    A quick move through a gap in the brush at the far end of the camp put them outside the perimeter. Hal and the soldier quietly circled around, moving towards the source of the sound, weapons at the ready.
  


  
    The trees were sparse in that direction and the lines of sight fairly clear, despite the darkness, but there was nothing to be seen. As Hal was about to return to the camp, he heard a noise, faint but unmistakable. A horse’s snort and the faint rattling of a bridle. Hal pointed and motioned for Minton to make a circular approach from the opposite direction.
  


  
    After a minute, he heard someone riding away. The soldier reached Hal a few moments later and Hal said in low tones, “Someone led their mount this way. Then when they thought they were safely away, they mounted up.”
  


  
    Minton knelt and looked around in the dim moonlight. “I can’t be sure until dawn, sir, but I’m pretty sure that’s the mark of a boot heel next to your toe.”
  


  
    “Let’s get back to camp.”
  


  
    They hurried back. “One rider, scouting us for certain, road off to the south,” said Hal.
  


  
    Ty raised an eyebrow in question, and Hal said quietly, “I think we leave early.”
  


  
    Ty nodded once and Captain Reddic said, “As everyone’s up, let’s be out of here as soon as we can. If someone is expecting us down the road, let’s surprise them by being early.” He pointed to the soldier Hal had been scouting with. “Minton, I want you down the road now. Quiet as you can, and back here the second you see anything I need to know.”
  


  
    “Captain!” said the man and hurried to saddle up his horse.
  


  
    “Cold meal,” said Reddic, “and in the saddle when the eastern sky turns grey.”
  


  
    Men hurried to follow orders and grab what they could to eat while getting ready to ride. Hal came to the captain and said, “I think we’ll ride along with you for a bit longer.”
  


  
    “Always glad for the extra swords, my lord,” Reddic said softly. Nodding at Ty, he added, “If I remember right, would that be the young man who bested you at the last championship at the Masters’ Court?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Hal. “That’s Ty Hawkins.”
  


  
    With a smile, the captain said, “Well, Ruthia smiles on me, for if I’m gaining two extra swords, the two finalists at the Masters’ Court is all I could ask for.”
  


  
    “I hope we don’t disappoint,” said Hal.
  


  
    

  


  
    “Rider coming!” shouted the horseman taking point. Instead of their usual place at the tail of the column, Ty and Hal were now riding directly behind the captain.
  


  
    “It’s Minton,” said Reddic.
  


  
    “Looks like he’s in a hurry,” said Ty, drawing his sword.
  


  
    “I don’t see anyone behind him,” said Hal, motioning for his friend to put his weapon away.
  


  
    Minton pulled in his mount at the last moment, and the horse almost squatted, it came to a halt so fast. The soldier turned and pointed down the road. “About a mile that way, Captain, they’re waiting for us.”
  


  
    “How many?”
  


  
    “About thirty-five, maybe forty. They scouted us, for certain. I found tracks between our camp and where they’re waiting, just off the road. Followed them and got above them.”
  


  
    “Any idea of who they are?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “No uniforms, tabards, or banners, sir,” said Minton to his captain. “But they’re organized and their position is as good as you’d want.”
  


  
    “Archers?” asked Reddic.
  


  
    “Couldn’t see any, but that doesn’t mean some of those lads don’t have horse bows.”
  


  
    “Can we get in behind them?” asked Reddic.
  


  
    Minton grinned. “As a matter of fact, I believe we can.”
  


  
    Hal said, “Captain, do you have any bowmen?”
  


  
    “Four,” answered the captain. “I know what you’re going to suggest.” He turned to Minton. “You said you got above them. Good location for archers.”
  


  
    “Once they get to it, yes, sir, but those ambushers will see them if they set up before the fighting starts.”
  


  
    “I don’t care,” said the captain. “If they have archers, I want someone to take them out before they turn around and see us coming from behind.”
  


  
    Hal said, “If you’re going to do that, you’re going to need someone coming up that road, to hold their attention.”
  


  
    “What are you thinking?”
  


  
    Hal smiled. “They’ll need to see your point, a man in a Bas-Tyra tabard, so what I’m thinking is, they do see your point rider and a lot of dust a half-mile behind.”
  


  
    “Couple of riders dragging brush?” said the captain.
  


  
    Hal nodded.
  


  
    “Sound idea.”
  


  
    Ty threw Hal a sceptical look. “And I suppose we’re the ones volunteering to drag brush?”
  


  
    Hal grinned. “And miss the fun?”
  


  
    “Oh, in that case…” Ty shrugged.
  


  
    The captain motioned Minton away, giving them privacy. “Actually, I was going to suggest you and your friend do just that.” He lowered his voice. “I would have a problem if anything…” He left the thought unfinished.
  


  
    “As you really have no idea who we are, Captain, how could you have a problem?” asked Hal. He leaned close. “Right now I need to know why this ambush is being set for your men. I need one of those men up ahead alive. Preferably more.”
  


  
    “Yes, my lord. Just try to not die under my command, please?”
  


  
    Ty had to stifle a laugh.
  


  
    The captain detailed three men to act as point and brush-draggers, instructing them to wait for half an hour then start down the road. To the point rider he said, “If these bastards have half the wits the gods gave cattle, they’ll wait until you ride through to hit what they think will be the full column. If you see any sign of them, ride straight ahead where we will be waiting behind them.” He turned and yelled, “Mount up!”
  


  
    “Sir!” came the reply as the riders followed orders.
  


  
    Ty and Hal were only a moment behind, and when everyone was formed up, Captain Reddic shouted, “Minton! Lead the way.”
  


  
    “Sir!” answered the scout and he set off at a posting trot until the column was moving behind, then took his horse to a canter.
  


  
    Hal glanced at the lightening sky in the east and realized the false point rider and “column” would be leaving exactly as the sun rose, which would have them arriving at the ambush when expected. He glanced over at his companion.
  


  
    “You’re having too much fun,” said Ty.
  


  
    Hal could not resist a laugh. “After all the politics and skulking around, the hiding and dodging, I’m ready for a stand-up fight.”
  


  
    “As I said, too much fun.”
  


  
    They left the road a short time later and moved up a dry river bed, overgrown with enough brush that it was clear the river that once had run here had shifted its course years before. Minton said, “Captain, we need to leave the horses here.”
  


  
    Everyone dismounted and tied up their mounts. Minton pointed to some tracks. “This is where I found they’d left the road. Good thing, too, or I’d have ridden right into them.” To the captain and everyone behind, Minton said, “From now on, hand signals only.”
  


  
    Captain Reddic reached into his belt pouch and said, “Muffle your scabbards.” He removed a thick piece of cloth, lifted his sword, wrapped the cloth around the blade, then pushed down on the hilt. The blade now would not betray his position by clanking.
  


  
    Hal and Ty were given cloth by a pair of soldiers and followed the captain’s example. The soldiers then dropped all their other gear where they stood— packs and belt-pouches— so that nothing would rattle, then secured their round shields to their backs, till they looked like a bunch of black-and-gold turtles.
  


  
    The captain nodded and had the men form up in two columns, then motioned for Minton to lead.
  


  
    Hal was impressed. Thirty well-armed soldiers were usually heard before they were seen. And palace guards and garrison soldiers lacked trail discipline. He was now convinced there was more to this particular troop than an escort for a message rider. All the soldiers at Crydee were trained for forest duty; the nature of the region demanded it, but Bas-Tyra was an ancient city surrounded by farmlands with no forest within three days’ ride. And what scattered woodlands they had in that duchy didn’t provide cover for outlaws, poachers, and fugitives.
  


  
    But these men were trained for stealth, and Hal now knew why the Duke of Bas-Tyra’s mystery man Jaston had attached Ty and Hal to this detail; this was a special unit of infiltrators, or assassins. Hal’s father had told him of such, though Crydee had never had the need for soldiers of this type, but in the Eastern Realm, warfare was not always overt.
  


  
    They reached a split where what appeared to be a dry rivulet turned into a game trail that wended upwards into the rocks. Minton pointed and pantomimed archers, and the four bowmen headed up the indicated trail. Minton then held up his hand, fingers spread, and pointed down, indicating they needed to wait five minutes before moving again.
  


  
    Hal stood motionless, scanning faces. There was nothing about this band of soldiers to suggest anything out of the ordinary, but he was now certain looks were deceiving.
  


  
    Minton held up his hand when the five minutes passed and directed them down the dry river bed. Like thieves at night, the remaining twenty-six soldiers, their captain, Hal, and Ty moved silently down the draw, their boots barely making any sound as they carefully lifted and placed their feet.
  


  
    They came to a large outcrop and Minton motioned for them to circle around it. He held up one finger, and the captain turned and relayed the instruction, which Hal took to mean they’d move in single file.
  


  
    For what seemed an hour but was only five or six minutes, they moved around the large rock and down another draw, then found themselves moving into dense woods. Hal realized they were moving back towards the King’s Highway, moving down from the north.
  


  
    Minton turned south-east and as they came out of a thicket of trees, pointed to what had to be the ambush. Hal craned his neck and after a moment saw movement in the rocks above what must be the gap where the highway cut through these hilly woods.
  


  
    Captain Reddic motioned and the column moved slowly around in a broad, looping course until they were just north of the highway, directly behind the ambushers.
  


  
    The King’s Highway cut through a natural pass about a hundred yards across, flanked on both sides by rock formations: the one to the north where they had circled, and another to the south several times as large. Minton had been smart enough to scout out the shortest route to the ambushers’ rear.
  


  
    Hal looked high into the rocks to the north and saw nothing, to his relief. He knew that if the archers were in place, the second they heard fighting below, they would pop up and help bring a quick end to the struggle.
  


  
    Captain Reddic knelt and the rest of them followed suit. Then he leaned forward and pointed to the end of the line, held up seven fingers, then pointed to the rocky position to the north of the road. After that, he pointed to a small clump of trees and the last seven men in line got up and scampered to that position.
  


  
    He motioned for the other men to follow him, and moved in a south-westerly direction. If the ambushers were evenly divided, the northern contingent would come under bow fire from above, Hal realized; hence the unequal division of their forces.
  


  
    Hal was thanking Ruthia, Goddess of Luck, that they hadn’t been noticed, when a voice ahead whispered, “I see dust!”
  


  
    The men in the rocks shifted position and now Hal could see their entire deployment.
  


  
    Captain Reddic seemed to be counting silently; then with a single motion, he stood and slowly drew his sword. Silently, the men in his command took their shields off their backs and silently drew their weapons. Hal and Ty did so as well.
  


  
    The captain held his blade aloft for only a moment, then made a single downward cut, and started a slow, measured run, Ty and Hal a step behind the other soldiers who knew what was coming. They jogged along silently, then broke into a sprint. One of the ambushers heard the movement and turned, shouting alarm, and the fight was fully joined.
  


  
    Besides having the element of surprise, it was clear that Bas-Tyra’s soldiers were far deadlier fighters. The shouts from the north told Hal that the other side of the road was under attack as well.
  


  
    Hal saw a soldier coming down out of the rocks and made a run at the man. These were trained soldiers they attacked, but none wore a uniform. The man Hal charged wore a white shirt with a leather jerkin over it and heavy wool trousers. He carried a finely honed long sword, but no shield. He saw Hal coming and leaped, expecting to bowl him over, but Hal dodged to his right, slicing the man’s throat for his troubles.
  


  
    Blood fountained and Hal swung around, seeing Ty quickly dispose of his opponent, and move to come to the aid of a Bas-Tyra soldier being hard pressed by two attackers.
  


  
    “I need one alive!” Hal shouted to whoever could hear him.
  


  
    Ty obliged by reversing his sword and striking one of the two soldiers hard behind the ear, dropping him senseless, then kicking him hard in the jaw.
  


  
    “And who can talk!” shouted Hal.
  


  
    Ty grinned, then skewered the other soldier through the leg. He went down with a cry of pain.
  


  
    Hal saw Captain Reddic fighting with one man and with another ambusher coming up behind him. “Reddic! Behind you!” he shouted.
  


  
    The captain slashed low with his blade then moved to his right, swinging around just as the man behind him stabbed. The blade missed running him though, but did catch him in his side.
  


  
    Hal ran and in five strides stuck down the man Reddic had faced, smashing him in the throat with his left arm, then stabbing to his right at the man menacing Reddic from behind. His blade cut air, but the second man retreated as Hal kicked the one on the ground in the face.
  


  
    Reddic clutched his left side and thrust at the man who had wounded him. Hal turned and ran at the man, passing Reddic, who was walking on wobbly legs.
  


  
    Feigning an overhand slash, Hal turned his blade and lunged, taking the attacker in the stomach. The man’s face registered a look of astonishment as blood came flowing out of his mouth and his eyes went blank before he fell over.
  


  
    Hal spun to find Reddic sitting on the ground clutching his side. “The fight’s over there,” he shouted at Hal, pointing with his sword.
  


  
    Hal charged a knot of ambushers who were organizing themselves into a tight defensive group that would prove tough to attack. He saw where most of the Bas-Tyra men were disposing of their opponents, and shouted, “To me!” A half-dozen black-and-gold-clad soldiers ran to him.
  


  
    “Shield line!” he commanded, indicating with his sword where he wanted it. The six soldiers obeyed instantly. “Raise shields!” Hal shouted. The six men raised their shields until they were peering over the top. “Charge!”
  


  
    The six men ran straight at the ambushers who drew back their weapons and made ready to parry and counter. But the attackers didn’t stop; they smashed shield-first into the group, sending bodies flying in every direction.
  


  
    Suddenly it was in-close, hand-to-hand fighting. Ty came over to join Hal. “That looks interesting. Should we lend them a hand?”
  


  
    “I think we’d just be getting in the way.”
  


  
    “These Bas-Tyra boys are a tough bunch.”
  


  
    “I was thinking the same thing.”
  


  
    The fight was quickly over. Five soldiers ran off in the direction of the horses and left the rest in charge of the prisoners.
  


  
    Of the ambushers four remained alive, three conscious. Half a dozen men from Bas-Tyra sported wounds, but only the captain’s appeared grave. Hal came over to where the scout Minton tended him.
  


  
    Kneeling, Hal said, “Captain?” He saw frothy blood on Reddic’s lips and knew that was a bad sign.
  


  
    The captain waved Minton away. “Leave me propped up against this rock. I’ve got something to say to our friend.”
  


  
    Minton helped the captain into a more comfortable position and when they were alone, Reddic motioned for Hal to come close. “My lord, I fear I am dying. Something inside is bleeding and I can feel my strength draining away.” Hal moved to inspect the wound, but the captain pushed his hands away. “No disrespect, my lord, but I don’t have time for you to delude yourself that you can get me to Salador before I die. If the time getting there didn’t kill me, the ride will. I have something important to tell you. The communiqués in my saddle pouch are unimportant. They are for the Duke of Salador, and a few are to be sent on by courier to other local nobles in Deep Taunton and Pointer’s Head. But sewn into my shirt is a letter from the Duke of Bas-Tyra to Prince Edward. War is coming, and my lord wishes Edward to know Bas-Tyra stands with him. He has gulled Chadwick of Ran into thinking he might stand with Oliver, but that is a ruse.”
  


  
    Hal nodded. “Someone in your master’s court is a spy, else how would they know about this journey and that letter, and set this ambush?”
  


  
    Reddic coughed and blood ran down his chin. “Montgomery of Rillanon still stands neutral, but my lord believes Chadwick of Ran is reaching agreement with Prince Oliver. That letter details what my lord Bas-Tyra has found so far.”
  


  
    “How was the letter to reach Prince Edward?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “There’s a courier waiting for me at a tavern near the palace in Salador.”
  


  
    Ty approached and said, “Something important.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Hal, looking over his shoulder.
  


  
    “None of the men would talk until they saw me skewer two of the wounded,” Ty said. “It was all show. They were already dead; I just claimed they still lived. These men are not just swords for hire; they’re Vale mercenaries.” Ty paused, then said, “My lord of Salador paid dearly to bring them up from the Vale and detail them to destroy this patrol.”
  


  
    “Salador?” said Reddic. “The Duke of Salador has been neutral but firm that all measures be taken for a peaceful settlement on who wears the Crown.”
  


  
    “Was neutral, you mean,” said Hal. “If a spy in your master’s castle got word to a fast boat, they would have been in Salador three days ago, giving ample time for this ambush to be planned. Then should questions arise, an unfortunate attack by murdering outlaws who ran off with your horses, swords, and any communiqués you might carry.” His expression turned curious. “But how did the Duke of Salador get men here from the Vale so quickly?”
  


  
    “I’ll find out,” said Ty. A moment later there was a painful yelp and after that Ty returned and said, “Our lord of Salador, apparently, has been recruiting mercenaries from both the Vale and northern Kesh for months now. He has them scattered about at inns and taverns throughout the duchy. This bunch was personally instructed by the duke’s chamberlain.”
  


  
    “What were his orders?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Kill everyone from Bas-Tyra and bring whatever was in the communiqué pouch to the postern gate of the castle. The leader of this lot said if he didn’t make it, the lads would get their second payment, whoever showed up, by telling the guard on duty, ‘Special orders for the chancellor.’”
  


  
    The captain coughed and more blood ran from the corner of his mouth. “Let me tell you how to find the agent.”
  


  
    “No,” said Hal. “As soon as the horses get here, I’m turning your men around and sending them back to Bas-Tyra. Ty and I will enter the city as we planned, alone and posing as two swords for hire. I’ll personally get this letter to Prince Edward.”
  


  
    He looked down at the captain. “Is there anything I can do?”
  


  
    Reddic shook his head, unable to speak, then closed his eyes. Suddenly his head lolled over and he let out a long death rattle.
  


  
    “Minton!” shouted Hal.
  


  
    The scout ran forward.
  


  
    “Your captain is dead, Minton.” Hal reached into his belt-pouch, removed his father’s signet and slipped it on his finger. He knelt by Reddic and pulled away his shirt, finding the letter sewn into the lining. Using his belt-knife, Hal cut the letter out and slipped it into his own shirt. Then he pulled away the captain’s bloody tabard with his badge of office sewn over the sigil of Bas-Tyra and wadded it up in a ball. “Where’s the communiqué pouch?”
  


  
    “On his horse, sir.”
  


  
    As he stood, he could hear the horses coming and looked up to see the five riders, each leading a string of mounts.
  


  
    The men of Bas-Tyra were gathered around the remaining prisoners and Hal approached them. “I’m Henry, Duke of Crydee and I’m assuming command. Who is the senior ranking officer?”
  


  
    A slender man Hal had only known as Carmody said, “Sir, I’m the squad sergeant.”
  


  
    “Orders, sergeant.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “First, fetch me the communiqué pouch from your captain’s horse. Then take a message to Jaston, and speak to no one else but him.”
  


  
    “Jaston,” nodded the sergeant. “Yes, my lord.”
  


  
    “Tell him your duke’s suspicions about Chadwick and Arthur of Salador are correct and he should act to protect himself.”
  


  
    The sergeant paused and then said, “My lord’s suspicions about Lords Chadwick and Arthur are correct and you advise him to protect himself.”
  


  
    “Then tell him he has a spy in his court; tell him about the ambush and that they knew you were coming.”
  


  
    “Easy to remember that, sir,” he said sadly, looking down at the still form of his captain.
  


  
    “Last, take the captain back to Bas-Tyra and tell your master he was served as well as a man can be served by a man who merited a better fate than being ambushed by robbers.”
  


  
    “Robbers?” said one of the prisoners. “We’re not robbers! We’re war prisoners. It’s the code of mercenaries. We surrendered all proper like.”
  


  
    Looking at the four remaining prisoners, Hal said, “Who’s your leader?”
  


  
    “It was Benson,” said the man who spoke before. “He’s over there, food for crows. I’m Galton, next in charge.”
  


  
    None of the other men objected, so Hal nodded. “You’re Vale mercenaries, swords for hire, men with loyalty only to gold. As far as I’m concerned, you’re just a band of robbers.
  


  
    “I, Henry, by patent of the Crown and right of birth, prince of the Kingdom of the Isles, do by right pronounce the king’s High Justice.” Looking at Carmody, he said, “Hang them.”
  


  
    Suddenly three shouting and fearful men were being dragged to a stand of trees. “What about the unconscious one, my lord?” asked one of the Bas-Tyra soldiers.
  


  
    “Hang him as well,” said Hal and the unconscious man was dragged after the others.
  


  
    Ty came over and said, “Harsh.”
  


  
    “Do you disagree?”
  


  
    With no mockery, Ty said, “No, my lord. You have the right.” He paused, then said, “And I think it necessary.”
  


  
    Hal was silent as he watched the first man hauled up by his neck. Then he said, “If Salador stands with Oliver, Bas-Tyra is right: Chadwick must have moved to Oliver’s standard. Salador would never act without powerful allies in the east.”
  


  
    Ty let out a tired sigh. “It means we will have war.”
  


  
    “No,” said Hal. “It means the war has already begun.”
  


  
    He turned and moved to where his horse waited and Ty followed.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal and Ty reined in as they caught sight of the northern gate of the city of Salador. A full squad of soldiers was halting everyone going in or out. “What is this?” asked Ty.
  


  
    Both men had rehearsed their roles as vagrant mercenaries, and both looked the part, having neither shaved nor bathed since leaving Silden. Being covered with road dust after a day’s ride in a nasty hot windstorm had added to the illusion.
  


  
    “Readying for war,” said Hal. “Our lord of Salador is worried about agents for other claimants to the throne entering his city.”
  


  
    “Well, given the jumble of politics in the Kingdom now, I suspect every city from one end to the other has enough agents and spies that no one does anything without everyone knowing.” He looked at Hal. “Did that come out right?”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “I know what you mean.” He sighed. “I’d give a lot to be able to get a message to Jim Dasher right now.”
  


  
    “I’m sure he has people here.”
  


  
    “But finding them,” said Hal, “that’s the problem.”
  


  
    Slowly they moved to the head of the line and a soldier said, “State your business.”
  


  
    Ty glanced at Hal who said, “Special orders for the chancellor.”
  


  
    “Give it here,” said the soldier, holding out his hand.
  


  
    “Orders are to give it to him personally,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Whose orders?”
  


  
    “The duke’s,” said Hal without blinking.
  


  
    Hal’s ease of manner outweighed whatever perceived benefit the soldier thought he might gain by delivering the message personally, and finally he said, “All right then, but go straight to the palace. No stopping for a drink with the whores.”
  


  
    Hal waved in a casual salute and headed through the gate. The Northern Gate Road led straight to a palace on the highest hill in Salador, a bluff overlooking the harbour. Hal reflected as they approached that he and Duke Arthur were relatives, albeit distantly, as their common ancestor had been the third Duke of Crydee, Borric. His son Martin was Hal’s ancestor and his daughter Carline had been Arthur’s many-times great-grandmother.
  


  
    But like most relationships among the nobility of the Kingdom, blood ties were only important when they served political ambition. Hal had no doubt that if Oliver’s advisors had cautioned the Prince of Maladon and Simrick to put Hal’s head on a pike, his distant cousin Arthur would be obliging if he was, indeed, Oliver’s man.
  


  
    The duke’s palace had once been a major fortification. But, looking around, Hal muttered, “Give me five hundred men through that gate and I’d take this castle within ten minutes.”
  


  
    Ty said, “Makes you wonder why Kesh wasn’t here during the recent unpleasantries.”
  


  
    “Because most of their army was sacking the Free Cities and my duchy,” said Hal quietly but with obvious bitterness.
  


  
    They reached the main gate and turned to the right, moving along a stunning lawn bordered by low hedges, behind a low stone wall topped by wrought-iron bars, painted a muted yellow. The stone of the palace was grey and aged to dark blue or even black in places, but despite the brooding character of the building, the surrounding grounds looked almost festive.
  


  
    The streets were crowded and Ty said, “Looks like everyone knows war is coming.”
  


  
    Hal nodded without comment. The number of hawkers, itinerant merchants, and every service from seamstress and fletcher to chirurgeon, blacksmith to whore, had come into the city, waiting for the departure of the army. Hal’s father had said that there were times in history when the camp-followers were double the number of people in the actual army.
  


  
    They reached a road that was blocked off by soldiers and a makeshift barrier of a massive pole set on two sawing stands. Hal pointed. “Postern gate?”
  


  
    The soldier nodded and said, “Business?”
  


  
    “Special orders of the chancellor,” replied Hal.
  


  
    The soldier nodded. “Let them pass,” he ordered, and two burly pikemen put down their weapons and moved to lower one end of the huge pole so that the horses could step over it.
  


  
    Ty looked over his shoulder and saw the two soldiers struggle to get the log back in place. “What is that about, do you think?”
  


  
    “No one’s getting in easily, is my best guess.”
  


  
    “Just hope no one has to leave in a hurry.”
  


  
    Hal smiled. “My horse can make that jump, no worries.” He glanced at his friend. “Not so sure about yours, though.”
  


  
    Ty smiled, but without humour. “Jumping that log with those bruisers trying to drag us out of the saddle into a crowded street… not my idea of sport.”
  


  
    “Agreed,” said Hal.
  


  
    Now they rode along a narrow road bordered by a chest-high stone wall which isolated the palace grounds from the city itself. The buildings on the slope below the new wall appeared to be successful shops, smart homes, and high-priced inns. This was just what one might expect this close to the palace: people of means, but not rich enough to enjoy the luxury of huge estates.
  


  
    They reached the postern gate, a small but heavy wooden door in the middle of an otherwise blank wall. Hal laughed. “This was once useful, I suppose.”
  


  
    Ty looked at his friend and said, “I’m not sure…?”
  


  
    “Never lived in a castle, did you?”
  


  
    “Visited them, but no. Palaces, inns over my father’s restaurant, under tables in taverns, and many other less savoury haunts, but no, I never lived in a castle.”
  


  
    Hal grinned as he dismounted. “In ages past, this was a sally port as well as a back door for delivery men.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Ty, looking around. The little road was hardly anywhere one would wish to launch a counter attack. “Bit narrow, isn’t it?”
  


  
    “I have no idea what the terrain was like centuries ago,” said Hal, pounding hard on the gate. “Maybe there was heavy brush and trees or marshes…”
  


  
    Within a moment the door opened and a guard appeared. “What is it?”
  


  
    “Special orders for the chancellor.”
  


  
    The guard nodded once. “Right. Wait here,” he said and closed the door.
  


  
    Ten minutes later, the door opened and a man dressed in court finery opened the door and said, “Yes?”
  


  
    “You the chancellor?” asked Hal, suddenly sounding considerably less educated than usual.
  


  
    “Where’s Benson?” asked the man gruffly. He was entering late middle age, but was dressed in fine clothing, well-crafted boots and evidently had a penchant for gaudy jewellery, for he sported a gold chain from which hung his badge of office and several large rings.
  


  
    “Dead,” said Hal. He motioned to Ty and said, “Some of the lads are injured and resting at camp. Him and me thought it wise to hurry here, as Galton said you were waiting for this. Galton was too hurt to ride, so he sent us. But he said to tell you we got them.”
  


  
    “Got them?”
  


  
    Hal went to his horse’s saddle-back and took out Captain Reddic’s bloody tabard and the communiqué pouch. “Galton says this is what I had to bring you, and be quick about it, he said.” He showed the badge on the captain’s tunic and handed the pouch to the man.
  


  
    The chancellor opened the pouch, removed its contents and tossed the empty pouch back to Hal. He quickly went through a half-dozen communiqués and after glancing at each, threw it aside. When he read the last, he said, “This was all?”
  


  
    “We found nothing else, m’lord. The boys did a thorough job of lookin’, too, I can tell you. Searched clothes, boots, everything.”
  


  
    There was a quiet moment while the chancellor weighed what was in the pouch and, more critically, what wasn’t. Finally he asked, “The Bas-Tyra captain, did he say anything?”
  


  
    “Well, truth to tell, m’lord, me and him—” he indicated Ty, “was a little busy killin’ those lads. Quite a fight they put up, too.” Hal lowered his voice. “It’s not my place to offer an opinion, Chancellor, but seems to me that bunch was as nasty a crew as I’ve seen in the field. Special training and the like, I’m thinking. We lost a lot of boys yesterday.”
  


  
    “You’re right, it’s not your place to offer an opinion.”
  


  
    Hal wondered if he had overstepped his role of common sword for hire. The chancellor had a menacing air. Hal had seen his type during his stay in Rillanon. Some men killed with a quill and parchment as easily as others did with steel, and if this man had Duke Arthur’s ear, Hal was certain the Duke of Salador was getting dangerous political advice.
  


  
    Obviously frustrated by not finding what he expected, the man said, “Very well. You can go.”
  


  
    “M’lord,” Hal said before the chancellor turned away. “Galton said you’d pay the second half of the contract fee.”
  


  
    “Did he?” said the man, and Hal knew he had blundered into a dangerous moment. He had little experience with mercenaries as there was no call for them on the Far Coast, but he’d heard stories.
  


  
    Hal said, “Galton said Benson said we was given first payment when they took the contract, and we was to be paid the rest now.” He shrugged. “Now, Galton should be fit to ride in a couple more days, so I guess we can wait until he gets here and let him settle with you, sir. I mean, you got too many swords for hire lounging around your city to have word spread you don’t pay your agreed contract, right? I mean—”
  


  
    “Never mind,” said the chancellor, a sour expression on his face. “Wait here.”
  


  
    Close to half an hour passed, with Hal standing by the open door, under the baleful gaze of a Salador soldier, while Ty sat patiently on his mount. Finally the man returned with a heavy pouch and handed it to Hal.
  


  
    “Thank you, m’lord,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Galton is coming here in a few days, you said?”
  


  
    “He took a blade across the leg. Not deep, but he couldn’t ride. But we bandaged it good. I expect he’ll be fit for riding in three, maybe four, days. Should be here by the end of the week, latest.”
  


  
    “When he arrives, have him report to Captain Braga at the eastern gate for new orders.”
  


  
    “Sir,” said Hal. He mounted up and Ty made a sloppy salute to the chancellor, who ignored him.
  


  
    When the postern gate was closed behind and they were deep into the streets of the city, Hal said, “Well, at least we sleep in clean beds and eat a good meal tonight.” He hefted the bag. “Must be three hundred gold in here.”
  


  
    “Maybe we should become swords for hire?”
  


  
    “Maybe,” said Hal, laughing as they rode away from the palace.
  


  



  • Chapter Eleven •


  


  Trapped


  
    

  


  
    Horns and drums shattered the morning quiet.
  


  
    Hal woke up suddenly. He and Ty had found a room in an inn called the Dancing Pony near the Farmer’s Gate in the southernmost quarter of the city, where demand had set a price far higher than normal, so Hal decided to play the part of the struggling sword for hire and shared a room with Ty. Ty had won the coin toss and was sleeping in the single bed while Hal had made do with blankets and a pillow on the floor.
  


  
    Both had enjoyed a hot bath and shave, and had purchased clean travel clothing the day before, and enjoyed a reasonable supper. Now the clamour outside roused them from a well-deserved sleep.
  


  
    Hal moved past a still-groggy Ty, pushed open the small window under the gabled roof of the room and peered out. Two men in the garb of Salador were marching down the street and stopped two shops away. One blew a horn, three long blasts, while the other beat out a tattoo on his drum. Then the horn-blower shouted, “By order of his grace, Arthur, Lord of Salador, all fighting men are conscripted! If you be between the ages of sixteen and fifty summers, without infirmity or crippling disease, sound in mind and able to bear arms, you are summoned to assemble!” Losing the official formal tone, he shouted up, “You scruffy lot get out of your beds of pain and move orderly to the south gate! Any man able to bear arms who has not stood before the scribe of the court, and been inducted, will be counted a deserter and hanged at the city gate!” He picked up his horn and blew it again while the drummer repeated his tattoo. They marched briskly down the street where they would repeat the message.
  


  
    Hal pulled back inside the room. “What was that?” asked Ty, still half-asleep.
  


  
    “We’ve been conscripted,” said Hal, sitting down on the side of the bed to pull on his boots.
  


  
    “What?” asked Ty, waking up fully.
  


  
    “Apparently Arthur has put the city under martial law and enrolled every man of fighting age into his militia. We are to report to the southern gate by sundown or be hanged as deserters.”
  


  
    Ty yawned, then grabbed his shirt off the post nearest him at the head of the bed. “Well, I guess that’s better than being hanged as spies.”
  


  
    Hal looked at his friend as if he had lost his senses. “I’ll leave that comparison for another time.”
  


  
    “What are we going to do?”
  


  
    Hal said, “First, we hide this gold.” He pointed to the pouch that sat on the floor next to his second boot. “Half mission pay for thirty men? Most of the bravos in town would happily cut our throats for a tenth of that.”
  


  
    “It’s a lot of gold,” said Ty. “But do we need it?”
  


  
    “For the time being,” said Hal. “I think the chancellor was trying not to honour the contract so he could keep as much gold on hand as he could. If he had realized there were no other survivors coming to join us, looking for their share, we’d either be in the duke’s dungeon or dead.
  


  
    “This conscription means the duke has too many mercenaries and militiamen in the city and he’s running out of food, wine, and gold.” Hal stood up, took his sword-belt from the back of the chair where it hung and put it on. He tossed Ty’s sword to him. “So, what’s as good to an army as paymaster’s gold?”
  


  
    “Booty,” answered Hal.
  


  
    “Right.” Hal considered. “He can’t march west, because he can’t face Edward until Oliver and Chadwick arrive, and to do that, the fleet loyal to Oliver must first go here…” He stopped. “He means to sack Silden.”
  


  
    Ty stopped dressing for a moment, then nodded agreement. “Bas-Tyra can’t move until he knows if Chadwick is marching against him or sailing past him to join here with Arthur. But Silden’s allied with Bas-Tyra and could march south to take Salador’s forces from behind if they leave the city. Yes, he’ll have to crush Silden before he can join with Oliver and Chadwick to march on Edward. I guess it had to start sooner or later.”
  


  
    Hal leaned against the doorpost. “Oliver can’t stay in Rillanon threatening the palace for ever. That’s why Edward’s waiting. In ages past you could grow enough food on that island to feed everyone, but now two-thirds of what feeds Rillanon comes from the mainland. Oliver knows that every western lord and half the east is with Edward, but he also knows that should he defeat Edward, with Chadwick’s backing, Montgomery will not challenge him. So, Silden first, then Oliver and Chadwick come to Salador.”
  


  
    “What do we do?”
  


  
    Hal said, “Not get hanged today. Come along. We need to report in to the conscription officer at the gate.”
  


  
    Ty finished gathering his things and said, “The gold?”
  


  
    Hal tossed the pouch to Ty and said, “Find somewhere on you to keep it, and don’t let it clink too much.”
  


  
    Ty rummaged through his saddlebag, wrapping it in his clothing. “Don’t let me lose track of that horse.”
  


  
    Grinning, Hal led his friend down the stairs and out into the busy streets of Salador.
  


  
    

  


  
    The mood at the southern gate was getting out of hand. A squad of Salador’s regular army stood ready with pikes held high in case some heads needed breaking. Three companies of cavalry were already roaming the streets to provide motivation for unruly parties of mercenaries to disperse if so ordered. The mustard-yellow-and-dark-red uniforms were seen on every corner as the muster was being called.
  


  
    Ty muttered to Hal, “Any stupidity here and we have a riot.”
  


  
    “Oh, the stupidity is already underway.” Hal nodded toward a wagon used as a barricade across the southern gate, with a table next to it. Behind the table sat a nervous clerk and atop the wagon a grizzled sergeant who looked as if he’d seen far more bar-room brawls than battles. His face was jowly and had the texture of dirty leather, and his bloodshot eyes glared out from under bushy eyebrows. His helm looked too large and sat skewed on his head, giving his entire appearance a comedic aspect totally at variance with the menace he seemed determined to demonstrate.
  


  
    A dozen men standing in line before the table, and others jostling to get into the queue, started name-calling and pushing. “This will not end well,” said Hal.
  


  
    Ty tugged at his arm and with a jerk of his head indicated a place against the city wall. They edged along until they had their backs firmly against the stones of the tunnel under the city wall, behind the first group of pikemen. Ty whispered, “If they start swinging those things, duck.”
  


  
    Hal grinned. “Hug the ground, you mean.”
  


  
    The sergeant was shouting over the noisy crowd, “And that is until the duke says you’re done!” He squinted at the crowd as if one eye worked better than the other, then added, “Anybody not happy with that can think about it in the dungeon!”
  


  
    More muttering was followed by the sergeant picking up a water-skin and taking a deep pull. “I’ll bet all the gold in your backpack that’s not water,” said Hal.
  


  
    “No bet,” replied Ty. “I can smell it from here.” He looked at Hal. “Good wine is not that expensive. He’s a sergeant. He can afford it.”
  


  
    Hal gave him a sceptical look. “More?”
  


  
    “Oh,” said Ty. “Yes, if your concern is quantity rather than quality… fair point.”
  


  
    Putting down the skin, the sergeant shouted, “I’ll repeat the orders for those of you just arriving!” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Line up and give your name to the clerk. You’ll be given instructions on where to report. Go there and give your paper to the officer waiting for you. If you can’t read, it doesn’t matter, the officer can.
  


  
    “Now, my lord Duke Arthur has announced his support for good Prince Oliver, rightful heir to the throne, and is mustering to put down rebellion against Prince Oliver.” He held up his arm and shouted, “Long live Oliver!”
  


  
    This was greeted with a half-hearted muttering from the crowd as a few of the newly conscripted fighters repeated the phrase.
  


  
    “Now, if you’re in a company already, find your bloody captain and go where he tells you.” At this a few men turned and left the assembly. “The rest of you get in line. You’ll be serving the Crown for the duration, which means until the duke is done with you. If you don’t like it, you can sit out the war in the dungeon.”
  


  
    “I think this we’ve heard before,” said Hal.
  


  
    Ty nodded. “What do we do?”
  


  
    Hal looked thoughtful for a minute and then he grinned. “I’m Benson. You’re Galton.”
  


  
    Ty’s eyes narrowed. “What do you have in mind?”
  


  
    “Well, we have their gold. Let’s spend some of it!”
  


  
    They ducked past startled pikemen who didn’t realize Ty and Hal had slipped in behind them, and circled around to the farthest point behind the crowd. “Look for some likely lads.”
  


  
    “It’s a pretty scruffy lot,” said Ty. “That fellow over there!”
  


  
    Hal saw the large man Ty indicated. He was a full head taller than most of those around him and had a seriously angry expression but seemed reticent about saying anything. “Smart enough to hold his tongue,” said Hal.
  


  
    He worked his way through the crowd and tapped the man on the shoulder. Hal was not used to having many men look down on him, but this fellow did. “What?” the man asked with controlled fury.
  


  
    Hal said, “I think we might have cause to speak, stranger.” He turned without seeing if the man followed and when he reached Ty, he turned and saw the man had. They stepped away from the press and Hal said, “I’m called Benson, and he’s Galton. Are you a sword for hire?”
  


  
    “I’m a damned teamster,” said the burly man. His head was covered in thick brown hair shot with grey, and his jaw looked as if it had been fashioned by a blacksmith. He had massive shoulders but a tapered waist, and carried himself well.
  


  
    “But you were a soldier?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Once, in another life,” said the fellow. “Used to serve up in Darkmoor as a man of the castle, but I got married and told my missus I’d give up soldiering. Her da had a hauling company for the wineries in the area, so I spent the last twenty years driving wagons from there to Krondor, to here, and back. Now they’re trying to turn me into a damn soldier again!” The veins in his neck stood out with rage.
  


  
    “Why are you here?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Got an order for more wine in one shipment than we usually move in a year. So I spent every coin I had to buy or rent rigs, horses, hire men, and moved as fast as I could, bringing down every bottle I could find in Ravensburg and all the other wine towns around Darkmoor.”
  


  
    “Why so much wine?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “For the wounded,” said Hal. “A man gets a gut wound and you give him water, he dies almost certainly. You give him wine, he has a chance to live.”
  


  
    “You know your battle medicine,” said the teamster.
  


  
    “What’s your name?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “I’m Jeremiah,” said the wagoner. His anger had lessened, and he put out his hand.
  


  
    Hal took it and said, “How many drivers do you have?”
  


  
    “A full thirty-five. We had eighteen wagons of wine-casks, all full loads of casks, four hundred and fifty of them! We bring them in and what do I get? A piece of parchment with a fancy seal on it!” He waved his finger under Hal’s nose. “They took my wagons and parked them by the barracks, told me to settle my men in best I can. Most of them were sleeping in the stables behind the miserable inn I found, and now they’re turning us into bloody militia!”
  


  
    “May I see that parchment?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Jeremiah reached into his tunic and pulled it out. Hal read it: it was written in a florid style, in a hurry, and almost illegible, but at the bottom was a wax seal of Salador and a big signature with a flourish. “We need a forger,” said Hal.
  


  
    Ty grinned. “I think I can find one. See you back at the inn.”
  


  
    “Hey!” said Jeremiah as Ty ran off with his parchment. “I need that to get paid!”
  


  
    Hal put a restraining hand on the wagoner’s massive chest and spoke in quiet tones. “Easy. You’ll never get your money from Duke Arthur. Most of your men will end up dead and when this war is over Arthur will either be hanging for treason or he’ll be taxing the hell out of everyone in the duchy to help Prince Oliver pay off his war debts to the Eastern Kingdom moneylenders.” Hal glanced around to see if anyone overheard his remarks, then continued, “If my plan works, you’ll get out of here and be headed back home, with gold— not as much as you’re due, maybe— and your men alive and safe and able to return to their families.” He looked up at the big man. “If a man has to fight, it should be for his own home, not for another man’s ambition.”
  


  
    “You’re not just an ordinary mercenary, are you?”
  


  
    Hal smiled. “I’m ordinary enough that I don’t wish to be wall fodder for Arthur when he sacks Silden.”
  


  
    Jeremiah nodded. “I’ve seen generals feed militia to the wall, saving their regulars until there’s a breach.”
  


  
    “Gather your men and meet us in an hour at the Sign of the Dancing Pony. Have they unloaded your wagons?”
  


  
    “They were still there last night. The soldiers here are so this way and that, up, then down, no one’s doing anything. I had to go and put nosebags on my thirty-six horses and carry water for an hour because the baggage boys in the army were too busy getting ready for battle. For all I know they’re still sitting there.”
  


  
    “Go see if they are. If they haven’t unloaded the wagons, that would be a good thing.” He slapped Jeremiah on the shoulder and the large man moved off.
  


  
    Glancing around, Hal didn’t detect anyone paying attention to him, so he hurried off to return to the Dancing Pony.
  


  
    

  


  
    In a shadow in a deep doorway, across the road from the entrance to the gatehouse over the Farmer’s Gate, a figure in a hooded robe watched Hal depart. “What is Henry conDoin doing in Salador?” she muttered. She cursed the gods of fickle opportunity and wished she had departed last night instead of waiting for this morning. Lady Franciezka Sorboz, leader of the King of Roldem’s intelligence network, ducked behind a moving wagon that masked her from the view of the soldiers over by the gate, and vanished into the city.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal returned to the Dancing Pony to find Ty in the corner with a strange-looking little man with hunched shoulders and a scraggly beard, wearing the oddest flop hat Hal had seen. It was a lumpy thing of dark-red velvet, ancient, stained, and discoloured.
  


  
    “This is Sheridan,” said Ty. Lowering his voice he said, “He’s our forger.”
  


  
    The man had a very curious pair of spectacles on his nose: square lenses of thick, transparent quartz or glass through which he peered at the promissory note taken from Jeremiah. “Ah, you don’t need me to forge a document and seal, my friend,” he said, putting it down. “This will do nicely for what you want.”
  


  
    “Really?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “See, this document has been used a few times. That’s why it’s so smudged. We just cover up the signature and seal so they don’t get damaged, then we strip away most of the old ink, and write in what we want.” He took off his spectacles and smiled. “Ten gold and I’ll have it done in an hour.”
  


  
    Ty said, “Done.” Looking at Hal, he said, “What do you want it to say?”
  


  
    “The bearer of this document is acting under my personal orders and every effort is to be made to help him in any way he requires.”
  


  
    Ty grinned. “That’s vague enough.”
  


  
    “Ah, that’ll take… I can write that right here,” said Sheridan. “I’ll need a glass of strong spirits; brandy or whisky would be better.”
  


  
    “I’ll see what they have,” said Hal.
  


  
    He went to the bar and said what he wanted and the innkeeper reached under the bar and pulled out a large porcelain jug. He pulled out the cork and poured the amber liquid into a glass, and from two feet away Hal could smell the bitter, volatile aroma of distilled grain. “Don’t get much call for this,” the man said.
  


  
    “I can see why,” said Hal. “It’s making my eyes water from here.”
  


  
    Hal returned to the table as Jeremiah entered with two of his drivers with him. “Wagons are still sitting where we left them. Horses are hock-deep in their own manure and no one has fed or watered them.”
  


  
    “That’s good news, really,” said Hal. “Have a drink and wait a bit, and with luck we’ll be out of the city in a few hours.”
  


  
    Hal handed the glass of whisky to Sheridan, who arranged the parchment, placing a cloth carefully over the seal and signature, then took off his hat and from inside pulled out a case. He opened the case and withdrew a flat-sided blade. Then from a tiny pouch he sprinkled a white powder over the writing. He started to trickle the whisky down the blade and then scraped gently. As he did so, the letters began to fade.
  


  
    “Aren’t you afraid that stuff will burn holes in the parchment?”
  


  
    That brought a barking laugh from Sheridan. “I’ll need another, please.”
  


  
    Hal got up and fetched back another small cup of the drink. “This smells like the oil used in lamps.”
  


  
    Sheridan took the glass, but instead of pouring it, he drank it in one gulp. “Takes some getting used to,” he said in hoarse tones, “but it has its uses.”
  


  
    Before their eyes they could see the lettering continue to blur and fade. “The nice thing about this,” said Sheridan, “is the soldiers here have seen enough of these used-again documents that they probably won’t think twice of it.”
  


  
    Hal said, “How much longer?”
  


  
    “Take a few minutes for this to dry,” said Sheridan. “Then five to write what you want.”
  


  
    Hal nodded to Ty and pointed to his saddle-bag, which was slung over his shoulder. “If you please.”
  


  
    Ty removed the coin purse and counted out the ten gold pieces, sliding them across the table. Sheridan scooped them up and Hal said, “Now comes the hard part.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “We need two uniforms.”
  


  
    Ty let out a slow sigh. “I don’t expect you have us running over to the barracks’ quartermaster and asking nicely for a pair?”
  


  
    “No.” Hal stood up. Picking up the pouch of gold, he handed it to Jeremiah. “Hold on to this. It’s the gold I promised you, but I might need to buy a thing or two before it’s over.”
  


  
    “Understood,” said Jeremiah, hefting the small sack and liking the weight of it.
  


  
    The two young swordsmen left the inn and Ty said, “Where are we going to get uniforms?”
  


  
    “From soldiers,” said Hal brightly.
  


  
    Ty rolled his eyes but said nothing. Hal looked around. “Have you been in this city before?”
  


  
    “A couple of times,” said Ty. “That’s how I knew where the Thieves’ Quarter— not officially its name— was and where to ask for someone like Sheridan.”
  


  
    Hal thought for a moment, then said, “Lead the way.”
  


  
    Ty shrugged. “What’s your thinking?”
  


  
    “Two guardsmen vanishing in the middle of the day is difficult. Impossible anywhere near the musters. But two vanishing in the Thieves’ Quarter?”
  


  
    “It’s happened before and no one who sees us is likely to say anything unless a reward is offered, and that wouldn’t be for at least two or three days, if at all, given this madness.” Ty’s mood brightened. “I like this idea better than before.”
  


  
    They moved out of the crowded eastern market area, through streets of small businesses and homes. The so-called Thieves’ Quarter proved to be everything Ty hoped it would be— dark with high buildings over narrow streets, once well-to-do neighbourhoods run down and turned into tenements. Ty pointed. “We call these ‘rental barracks’ in Olasko. Four or five little rooms in what used to be a house, each now with a family in it. You’d better like your neighbours.”
  


  
    The stench that swept over Hal from the streets was overpowering. Ty noticed his reaction and said, “Duke Arthur hasn’t seen fit to repair the sewers around here for a number of years, so what gets dumped into the street stays in the street.” He pointed up to the windows overhanging the street. “Best to wear a very broad hat if you spend any time around here.”
  


  
    Hal nodded. “Soldiers?”
  


  
    “Could be anywhere.” Ty looked around then said, “That way.” He pointed down a wider street.
  


  
    “Why this way?” asked Hal, following.
  


  
    “Bit of a local market down there. It’s where I found the lad who led me to Sheridan.”
  


  
    “Not your everyday market,” said Hal.
  


  
    “It is for this sort of neighbourhood.”
  


  
    As soon as they reached the little market, Hal realized they stood out. They might not be dressed in a rich fashion, but they were clean and their boots and weapons were well cared for. As they moved through the crowd, Hal felt watched every step of the way.
  


  
    Some of the local vendors pulled aside their wares, not eager for strange eyes on them, while others ignored their passing or even viewed them as potential customers. Hal saw packets of paper folded and sealed with wax, which he assumed contained drugs. Every manner of trinket and goods was on display, most likely all stolen or smuggled. Gambling was underway in two stalls, one with cards, the other game involving knucklebones.
  


  
    Finally Ty saw what he was looking for. He motioned for Hal to follow and the young duke found a clutch of urchins gathered at the end of a small cul-de-sac. They eyed the approaching swordsmen and it was unclear if they viewed them as prey or predators.
  


  
    Finally one of the bolder boys shouted, “What’s it about, then?”
  


  
    “Squeaky?”
  


  
    A small boy from the back of the pack emerged, and smiled when he saw Ty. He was half the size of the others, wearing a tunic that was properly for a boy twice his size, had a rough-cut mat of dirty black hair, and a round face. “He’s all right,” he said and the other boys drifted off. When the three of them were alone, he asked, “Sheridan did alright for ya, then?”
  


  
    “Fine,” said Ty. “How would you like to make a little more?”
  


  
    “Always,” said Squeaky.
  


  
    “Is there a place close by where my friend and I might have a quiet word with two of the city’s garrison?”
  


  
    Squeaky looked around to make sure no one was listening. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” he said. “Even the dodgy guards are acting all proper like, given the fuss stirred up by the muster. They’re more worried about having to deal with a riot than making a little gold for looking the other way. Fact is, they’re distracted enough already and you can plunder and pillage as you like, I reckon.”
  


  
    “Well,” said Ty, “it’s not bribing them we need, but rather to borrow some things from them.”
  


  
    “I don’t want to know more,” said Squeaky. “How many do you need?”
  


  
    “Two is all we need,” said Hal.
  


  
    “About our size if you can arrange it.”
  


  
    Squeaky fixed the two swordsmen with a narrow gaze. “If it’s a bit of murder or assault you want, I’m your boy. But I need money now, two gold.”
  


  
    Two gold was two days’ wages for a master craftsman. Squeaky had been content with a single silver piece to introduce Ty to Sheridan. “That’s quite a bit,” said Ty.
  


  
    “I got to show a coin to the crushers to get them to come, and they’ll almost certainly take it from me. If you don’t do whatever it is you want, they’ll keep it and be looking for me.”
  


  
    “Fair enough, given the risk,” agreed Hal. He reached into his own belt-purse and fished out two pieces of gold.
  


  
    Squeaky said, “Here’s as good as anywhere. The crushers will expect no good and anyone who sees what happens isn’t going to be wanting to talk to anyone about this.” He dashed off.
  


  
    “Now?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “When the soldiers show up, we remove their uniforms and try not to get too much blood on them.”
  


  
    “The soldiers or the uniforms?”
  


  
    “The uniforms,” said Hal dryly. He quickly outlined what he had in mind.
  


  
    In less than a quarter of an hour, people in the small market began diving for cover, opening a tunnel that revealed a small boy being chased by two soldiers. Squeaky ran to where Hal and Ty stood and ducked behind the two swordsmen.
  


  
    As planned, Hal and Ty stood with arms crossed, as the two soldiers came to a halt. “Give up that boy!” shouted a red-faced sergeant, out of breath from the chase.
  


  
    His companion was less patient and put his hand on Hal’s chest as if to push him out of the way.
  


  
    “I ain’t going with no pederast!” shouted Squeaky.
  


  
    The sergeant’s eyes widened and he began to say something, but at that moment Ty’s sword came out of his scabbard and the pommel slammed into the point of the sergeant’s jaw behind his ear.
  


  
    Hal leaned away from the man who had his hand on his chest, and struck him with a balled fist three times in the face. In seconds both men were unconscious.
  


  
    With a grin Ty said, “See, no blood.”
  


  
    “Greed and caution,” said Hal. “Greed wins just about every time.”
  


  
    Squeaky said, “My other coin?”
  


  
    “What did you say?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “I told them a fat merchant had died and this was all I could get out of his purse.” He took the gold coin Hal had removed from the sergeant’s belt-pouch. “I told them if they’d help me move his fat carcass, I’d split the gold with them. When the sergeant grabbed my coin, I shouted I’d find someone else and ran.”
  


  
    “Bright lad,” said Hal.
  


  
    They quickly stripped the bodies and donned the uniform: tunics, tabards, and helms. They assumed no one would notice their own dark trousers were of better weave than those the soldiers were wearing.
  


  
    Squeaky, the other boys, and a couple of unsavoury-looking thugs had gathered to watch. When Hal was satisfied they looked enough like members of the city garrison, he turned to Squeaky. “We’re off now.”
  


  
    “What do you want us to do with these two?” asked the boy.
  


  
    “Know any Durban slavers?” asked Hal, joking.
  


  
    “Not from Durban, but there’s a gang runs up here once every so often from Jonril.” Hal was momentarily taken aback, then he realized the boy was talking about the original city in Kesh, not the fortress in Crydee named for that city.
  


  
    “Care to make them an offer?” asked Ty, not joking.
  


  
    “Well, normally that would be just the thing, but with this city bottled up as it were, no slaver is going to be seen here for a few weeks. If we keep them hidden, we got to feed them and then there’s the risk we get caught out, and that means the hangman for all of us.”
  


  
    At the mention of the hangman, the two thugs and most of the boys decided it was time to be somewhere else.
  


  
    Squeaky grinned. “You don’t really want me to keep these boys cool until some slavers show up?”
  


  
    “No,” said Hal, returning the boy’s infectious smile. “Just keep them confined for a while.” He fished out his purse and tossed it to the boy. “There should be enough in that for you to buy some help. Keep these two until the day after tomorrow. Put something into their drink and before dawn dump them somewhere they’ll be found— in their smallclothes, reeking of cheap ale. Let them explain to their commander why they’re in that condition.”
  


  
    Squeaky laughed. “I like that!” He turned to the remaining lads, and said, “Up we go, boys. Let’s get them to Granny’s and see to their keeping!”
  


  
    Four boys picked up each of the unconscious soldiers and hauled them scuffing and bumping across the cobbles as they were taken from the thieves’ market.
  


  
    Hal said, “Let’s go move some wagons.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Two hours later, a company of teamsters escorted by two soldiers appeared outside the barracks. In orderly fashion, Jeremiah and his boys began inspecting the wagons, horses, and lashings on the load.
  


  
    A corporal from the barracks came over and said, “What’s this, then?”
  


  
    “Orders,” said Hal, wearing the sergeant’s uniform.
  


  
    “No one told me about any orders to move this wine,” said the corporal, being careful to stay just shy of sounding belligerent with a superior.
  


  
    “And I expect the chancellor runs down here every time he decides to issue orders to see how you feel about it, right, Corporal?” Hal let his voice rise until he was shouting the man’s rank in his face.
  


  
    The corporal took a step back, but then his brow furrowed. “Can’t say I know you, Sergeant, and I know every sergeant in this city.”
  


  
    He appeared to be verging on calling for others inside the barracks to come out, but Hal cut him off. He reached inside his tabard and pulled the false orders from his belt and said, “That’s because I’m new to the city. I used to be a corporal in Bantree.” Hal thanked the gods he had been forced to study Kingdom geography when he was younger and knew the position of every kingdom and ducal garrison. “Got promoted. With all this militia, the duke needs more sergeants.” He thrust the orders into the corporal’s hands. “You haven’t got your promotion yet?”
  


  
    Now the corporal was flummoxed. Hal’s question distracted him from the orders he could barely read. He glanced at the signature and seal at the bottom and handed them back. “No, no one’s said anything about promotions.”
  


  
    “Probably just a couple more days,” suggested Ty.
  


  
    The drivers were all mounted up and Hal said, “Do me a favour. We’re new here and with all the mess at the muster points it would speed things along if a familiar face came along. What’s your name?”
  


  
    “Herbert,” said the corporal.
  


  
    “Ride with me to the western gate and help us get this mess outside the walls.” He pointed to the piles of manure beneath the wagons. “And when I get them where they’re supposed to go, I’ll be sure to mention to Captain—”
  


  
    “Bennet?”
  


  
    “Yes, Bennet, how helpful you were and ask, polite like, why you haven’t received word of the promotions yet.”
  


  
    Corporal Herbert’s expression changed completely from one of suspicion to gratitude. “I can do that. Thank you, Sergeant!”
  


  
    Hal indicated Ty should run back to the final wagon, and then told the corporal that he should get up on the other side of Jeremiah. Once everyone was ready, Jeremiah started off and the others followed.
  


  
    The chaos of the morning had died down somewhat, but there were still many armed men in the streets. They came to an intersection to turn west and found a half-company of soldiers blocking the way. Herbert shouted down, “Corporal Soams! What’s this?”
  


  
    “Just put down a bit of a riot, Herbert. What are you about?”
  


  
    “Orders from the chancellor. We have to take this freight outside the walls. Do us a favour and help clear the way, will you?”
  


  
    The second corporal shouted orders and formed up his men, clearing the way for the wagon train. They moved purposefully towards the closed western gate. Herbert stood up and shouted, “Soams! Have one of your lads hurry along and open the gates!”
  


  
    They moved quickly through the city with the escort. As they reached the last part of the main west road, a cloaked figure leaped up onto the last wagon, startling the driver. Ty glanced over and smiled. “Lady Franciezka, joining us?”
  


  
    For the first time since Ty had known her, she looked surprised. “You knew I was in Salador?”
  


  
    “I thought that was you skulking around when Hal was making his introduction to Jeremiah. With all due respect to your rank and ability to cut out my heart without flinching, you’re a very hard lady not to notice.”
  


  
    Keeping the hood pulled forward, she said in the High Roldemish tongue, so the driver couldn’t understand her, “You’re a lot more like Jim Dasher than your father at times, you know that?”
  


  
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he answered in the same language.
  


  
    “Well, Jim has spent enough time training you that it would be hard for you not to think like him.”
  


  
    Ty’s expression barely held, surprise hovering.
  


  
    “There’s not a lot about Jim’s operations I don’t know,” she said, patting his shoulder, then added with a wry expression, “and not a lot about mine he doesn’t know.”
  


  
    “If you say so,” Ty offered in neutral terms. His relationship with Jim Dasher had been one of the most closely held secrets in Ty’s life. Even his father did not suspect that Ty was Jim’s agent.
  


  
    “Where are you heading?” she asked, again speaking the King’s Tongue.
  


  
    “Darkmoor, or at least these wagons are going there. Hal and I will stop at the Fields of Albalyn.”
  


  
    “Good,” she said.
  


  
    They both fell silent as the wagons came to a halt.
  


  
    The captain at the gate came over to Herbert and said, “What have we here, Corporal?”
  


  
    “Orders to move this from the chancellor, sir.”
  


  
    “Let’s see them.”
  


  
    Hal handed over the orders to Herbert who handed them down to the captain, who looked annoyed as he said, “I can hardly read this scratching.” He handed it back and looked at Hal. “Who are you?”
  


  
    Ty and Franciezka both tensed. Hal said, “I’m just in from Bantree, Captain. Just promoted.” He pointed to Herbert. “Someone needs to find out what happened to Herbert’s orders.”
  


  
    “What orders?”
  


  
    “Everyone’s getting a promotion,” said Hal. “With all this militia… why, there might be orders coming to make you a major or even a general, I don’t know. Can we be on our way now?”
  


  
    Diverting the captain’s attention with the suggestion of a promotion seemed to do the trick. He waved them along and said to his own sergeant, “I’m heading to the castle to speak with the knight-general. Watch things for me.”
  


  
    As Hal drove past the confused-looking sergeant, he shouted down, “Make sure these gates are closed tight when we’re through, and don’t let anyone else out without written orders!” He patted Herbert on the shoulder and said, “Better get back!”
  


  
    The now-completely-won-over corporal said, “Thanks, Sergeant! I won’t forget this.”
  


  
    Trying hard not to laugh, Jeremiah said, “I’m sure he won’t.”
  


  
    Once the gates were closed behind them, Hal shouted to Jeremiah, “As much speed as these poor horses can manage, if you please.”
  


  
    “We’re going to have to rest them soon and find some grazing. Those idiots starved them for almost a day. Still, they’re good animals and will bounce back.”
  


  
    “How long?”
  


  
    “We should graze them for at least an hour, two would be better, and then we can push on after sundown for an hour or so. By tomorrow they’ll be as good as new.”
  


  
    “If Squeaky and his lads do their part, no one will be looking for us until after that, so I think it’s a safe bet.”
  


  
    “There’ll be some patrols between here and Prince Edward’s line,” said Jeremiah.
  


  
    “I can still show orders, and if it comes to a brawl, how are your lads?”
  


  
    “Fed up to their gullets with anything to do with the Duke of Salador. They’ll fight.”
  


  
    “We’ll try to avoid that if we can,” said Hal. “How do you think the wine fared?”
  


  
    “Not good,” said Jeremiah. “But it’s not been especially hot. The jostling along the road’s doing it more damage, I’ll worry about how it’s holding when I get somewhere we can sell it. First thing is to get home.”
  


  
    “Yes to that,” agreed Hal as they moved away from Salador.
  


  
    

  


  
    An hour and a bit after dark found the wagons unhitched along the banks of a small stream that cut across the road at a well-tended ford. The water only came up to the wagons’ hubs, so it was easy enough to manage, but there was enough grass on both sides of the stream and the road that the horses could crop until full.
  


  
    Hal had been surprised to find Lady Franciezka with them, but after a moment’s consideration of who she was in the scheme of things, he decided having her appear just about anywhere should come as no shock.
  


  
    Hal organized the camp, set up sentries, and then came to where Ty and Franciezka were sitting near the fire. In low tones so the drivers wouldn’t overhear, Hal said, “Care to tell me what you were doing in Salador, my lady?”
  


  
    She looked at him and said, “As a matter of fact I do. Let’s say that for the moment we’re allies and I need to be moving in the same direction.”
  


  
    Hal was silent, then said, “So Roldem will either back Edward’s claim or stand apart.” He studied her face. “You’re telling Edward the King of Roldem will recognize his claim,” he stated flatly.
  


  
    “How did you arrive at that conclusion?” she asked.
  


  
    “If Roldem was standing apart, you wouldn’t be personally carrying word. A messenger would have been sent to Oliver’s camp outside Rillanon and another would have landed in Salador, told Arthur he was there, and been given diplomatic passage to Edward.” He sighed. “You’re carrying a message that Oliver and, by extension, Arthur do not wish Edward to hear.”
  


  
    She was silent for a moment, then said, “You’re smarter than you look.”
  


  
    Ty grinned.
  


  
    Even without her usual gowns and make-up, in the flickering campfire, the Lady Franciezka Sorboz was one of the most stunning women either young man had seen. They both knew she ranked far higher in the king’s court than was made public.
  


  
    “What news of Roldem?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Ty and Franciezka both knew he was asking after the Princess Stephané. “The royal house is in good order, now that the traitors have been unmasked. It seems our three inhuman… whatever they were, had more dupes than willing allies. A few heads were taken, but mostly it was a boring procession of apologetic nobles again pledging their loyalty to the Crown.”
  


  
    “The princes?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Back to their duties. Your friends are on their ships or in charge of their armies as the case warrants, and…” She looked at Hal. “The princess is safely in the bosom of her family.” Trying to make light of it, she added, “After all your adventures, I’m sure she misses you two rascals.”
  


  
    If Hal hoped for anything more, he kept it to himself. He asked, “What of Jim Dasher? I’m surprised you didn’t just get a message to him and let him tell Edward about Roldem’s position.”
  


  
    “I would if I knew how to find him,” she said. “But I have no idea where he is, so it fell to me to bring word to the prince. I was doing fine, but stayed one day too long in Salador. So instead of being at some inn along this highway, ready to see Prince Edward, I found myself in a city under martial law conspiring to find a way out.”
  


  
    “Well, luck smiled on us all,” said Ty.
  


  
    “Clever lad,” said Franciezka. Looking at Hal, she added, “If you ever decide being a duke isn’t enough excitement, I think Jim could turn you into a fair agent.”
  


  
    “Somehow I doubt it’s fun all the time.”
  


  
    “It’s never ‘fun,’” she answered, “but sometimes it is entertaining.”
  


  
    “Still,” said Hal, “too many people got a good enough look at us to ever try anything like that in Salador again.”
  


  
    “As I said, smart lad.”
  


  
    “We should reach Albalyn in three days,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Good,” said Franciezka. “I’m going to turn in under one of those wagons. Anyone have an extra blanket?”
  


  
    “Let me go see,” said Ty.
  


  
    When they were alone, Franciezka said, “For your ears alone, Hal. I am sorry for the loss of your father.”
  


  
    He nodded. News of his father’s death hadn’t reached him until after he left Roldem with Ty to safely smuggle the Princess Stephané and her companion, the Lady Gabriella, to Rillanon.
  


  
    “As a duke of the Kingdom, you rank high enough to carry this message to Edward. King Carole will recognize Edward’s claim and reject Oliver’s. His majesty fears that with Oliver on the throne, his ties to the Eastern Kingdoms put the Duchy of Olasko at risk, and more, pose a threat to Roldem.”
  


  
    “What concessions does the king desire?” asked Hal.
  


  
    She paused and smiled. “As I said, you’re smarter than you look. At least one state marriage between Roldem and the Isles; two would be better. Prince Grandprey is the only brother not currently wed, so that would mean he needs to find a highly placed duke’s daughter, and Stephané needs to be wed to an equally high-ranked duke.”
  


  
    Hal hid his pain on hearing that. He might be a duke, but even if Crydee was still in the possession of the Kingdom, by eastern standards he would be a rural noble, one only noteworthy due to a distant blood-tie to the Crown. Without a duchy he was a duke in name only and would rank lower than many eastern earls and even a few barons in terms of political power and wealth. He swallowed his bitterness; all he could say was, “Well, assuming there are any dukes left alive without wives, I’m sure Edward will give his blessing. What else?”
  


  
    “Nothing else. Both kingdoms are too scarred from the mauling Lord John Worthington and his twins in Kesh and the Isles inflicted to have much left to give in land or property. Besides, the marriage of two royals to Isles nobility sends a strong message to Kesh and the Eastern Kingdoms that no one can attack either nation without response from both. That, in itself in these times, is ample. Now, I’m for sleep. I suggest you do as well. We’re not safe until we see Edward’s camp ahead and no one behind.”
  


  
    Hal nodded. Ty returned with a blanket from one of the wagons and gave it to Franciezka.
  


  
    They watched her go, and then Ty said, “Which watch?”
  


  
    “I’ll take first,” said Hal. Ty didn’t argue and turned in, leaving Hal alone by the fire. As hard as he tried, he could not take his mind off Stephané. The thought of her wedding another left him with a terrible, sinking feeling in his stomach.
  


  
    

  


  
    Two days later, they could see the banners of Edward’s camp on the ridge ahead. Hal stood up to see better and when he sat back down, said, “Every banner of every lord in the west is flying. A few from the east, too, from what I see of the colours.” He indicated a cluster of banners near the side of the road. “I see Malac’s Cross, Durrony’s Vale, and a couple I don’t recognize.”
  


  
    Hal paused as they came a little more into view and said, “Timons…” He stopped. “Now I see why Salador is moving against Silden. If Timons has already declared for Edward, Arthur faces potential attack from three sides.” He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Damn.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Edward has enough strength of arms to win if he seizes the moment, but he doesn’t have enough votes in the Congress.”
  


  
    “Seems to me if he wins the war, who votes for what doesn’t matter.”
  


  
    “Maybe,” said Hal and he fell silent.
  


  
    They reached a checkpoint and Hal jumped down from the lead wagon. He and Ty had disposed of the tunics and tabards the day before, so now they resembled swords for hire again. A sergeant wearing the livery of Krondor, a dark-blue tabard showing an eagle over a mountain top, held up his hand. “What’s this?”
  


  
    Hal donned his ducal signet. “I need to speak with Prince Edward.”
  


  
    “You do, do you?” began the sergeant, a burly man with a suspicious eye.
  


  
    Hal held out his hand. “I’m Henry, Duke of Crydee.”
  


  
    Upon seeing the ring, the sergeant’s attitude changed at once.
  


  
    Hearing the title, Jeremiah looked down from his driver’s seat with wide eyes.
  


  
    Hal smiled and said, “Safe journey home.”
  


  
    “Yes… your grace.”
  


  
    “Let these wagons through. They’re heading home for Darkmoor.”
  


  
    “Yes, your grace,” said the sergeant. “I’ll send word to his highness.”
  


  
    Hal beckoned for Lady Franciezka and Ty to come with him and followed the sergeant while a private sprinted up the hill to the prince’s pavilion.
  


  
    Moments later, they were standing before the massive pavilion, where a grey-haired man wearing a simple soldier’s tabard of Krondor waited. Hal knelt. “Majesty.”
  


  
    The older man put his hands on Hal’s shoulders and raised him gently. “Not yet, my young friend.”
  


  
    “Lord James sent me,” said Hal and then he introduced his companions. “Lady Franciezka brings a message from King Carole, and I think it’s a welcome one.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Edward, his blue eyes taking in the beautiful noblewoman from Roldem. “Your reputation does not do you justice, my lady,” he said, extending his hand to lead her inside the pavilion. “Lord Henry,” he said, “there is someone here who will be most glad to see you.”
  


  
    Inside the tent Hal saw a collection of nobles, men of rank from every quarter of the west and a few from the east, gathered around a massive table on which rested a battle map of the region. Nearby one familiar face lit up in delight at seeing Hal.
  


  
    Martin took one step to reach his brother and embrace him. “You’re alive!”
  


  
    “As are you,” said Hal with a laugh. “When did you get here?”
  


  
    “A few days ago, with tidings from the Grey Towers.”
  


  
    “You two catch up later,” said the prince. “We have much to speak of, but first…” To the assembled nobility, he said, “Gentlemen, Lady Franciezka Sorboz, envoy of Roldem.”
  


  
    Lady Franciezka curtseyed then said, “My king sends you greetings, Prince Edward, but as a brother king. He recognizes your claim and will support you in any way Roldem can, short of armed intervention.”
  


  
    Edward smiled. “As long as he’s not sending a similar message to Oliver, we welcome his support.”
  


  
    An uncomfortable laugh greeted the remark, but Franciezka said, “No such duplicity… this time, your majesty.”
  


  
    “Highness will do,” said Edward. “I’m uncomfortable with claiming the mantle; I’ll wait until the Congress of Lords bestows it.” He looked at the map. “If Carole does nothing more than move a few ships around to make Oliver think twice about sailing his army to the mainland, that would suit us fair.”
  


  
    “Highness,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Yes, Duke Henry?”
  


  
    “Salador moves against Silden.”
  


  
    “What?” said one of the other nobles, while muttering erupted all around.
  


  
    Hal walked over to the map and pointed. “Bas-Tyra sends this,” and he handed him the letter given to him by Captain Reddic. “Chadwick of Ran has moved to join with Oliver.
  


  
    “Arthur of Salador fears a pincer movement from Timons, Durrony’s Vale and Malac’s Cross, so he moves against Silden to clear the road. I suggest Oliver wants to land his army at Silden before Bas-Tyra can march, move to take Malac’s Cross, then come at you here from the north.”
  


  
    The prince studied the map. “Fair assessment.”
  


  
    Martin motioned to Hal that he wanted to speak, so while the prince and his advisors considered the significance of the King of Roldem’s message, and Bas-Tyra’s pledge, Hal moved to the door and the two stepped outside.
  


  
    “What news?” asked Hal. “Brendan?”
  


  
    “Well enough, last time I saw him. But I sent him off on an errand.”
  


  
    “Where?”
  


  
    “Sorcerer’s Isle.”
  


  
    Hal’s eyes widened. “Why?”
  


  
    “Because we’re going to need magicians, a lot of them: there are things happening in the west that make this war here trivial.”
  


  
    Hal didn’t wish to know what his brother meant by that, but he stood and listened while Martin spoke of the Star Elves and their troubles. When Martin had finished, Hal suspected he was right, and that what was happening in the west would determine if this coming conflict between Edward and Oliver had any significance at all.
  


  



  • Chapter Twelve •


  


  Journey IV


  
    

  


  
    Magnus stumbled.
  


  
    One moment he had been propelled through a tunnel of light, and the next he was standing on a grass-covered hillside. He glanced around and was struck by how familiar his surroundings were, then he realized he was on the north side of Isla Beata.
  


  
    He willed himself to his father’s study and a shock of pain struck him like a lightning bolt, knocking him to the ground and momentarily stunning him. He shook off his fuzzy-headedness after a moment and got to his feet. He took in a deep breath, then started walking.
  


  
    While it was not a big island, it was large enough that to walk from the north shore, where he once had a personal retreat, a small fishing shack, to the villa took several hours. He listened, half-expecting to hear familiar sounds, but all he heard was the sound of distant breakers and the wind in the trees as he walked from the shore. Then he realized what was missing. There were no bird calls, no insect sounds. He wasn’t on his island.
  


  
    Progress by foot was slow, and Magnus wished he had his usual staff and the old slouch hat he used to wear when travelling. They provided additional comfort and utility. The staff was useful for negotiating small streams and other places he didn’t feel like using his arts to bypass, and the hat had protected his very fair skin from the harsh sun.
  


  
    As long as he was wishing, he thought, he might as well wish for a picnic basket with a fine, chilled wine.
  


  
    “Lovely place for a picnic, isn’t it?” said a feminine voice from behind him.
  


  
    Magnus hadn’t heard that voice in years, yet he recognized it instantly. “Helena,” he whispered.
  


  
    He turned and drank in the sight of her. She looked exactly as she had the day they had first become lovers. She had long, flowing wavy hair that reached the small of her back, and curled at the ends, unless the weather was dry— then she’d complain it was unruly. Her skin was naturally fair, but as she insisted on doing her studies outside and swimming as much as she could, she was always tanned. Her eyes were the dark brown of an island sable’s fur: almost black. She wore a wine-coloured dress, with a scooped neck and short sleeves trimmed in the palest yellow, almost white, and he knew she wore nothing under it, save sandals on her feet. She complained the island was too warm in summer, and wanted to be able to strip naked and leap into the ocean at whim.
  


  
    He remembered her body. She was neither slender nor heavy, but exactly in the middle, athletic and strong, ideal from Magnus’s point of view, and her long legs were magnificent. Her nose was perfect, lacking the odd bumps and curves of most people’s. Years had passed and he occasionally wondered why he found her nose so memorable, but it was. And now he beheld it again, a straight bridge down to a tip exactly the right size, and perfectly centred and symmetrical. And below was her mouth, which most of the time was pursed as she concentrated on one thing or another; but then she’d smile as she did now, and his world became dazzling.
  


  
    She was the only woman in his life who had captured his heart: no other woman had wounded it so deeply.
  


  
    She pointed to the large picnic basket on a commodious blanket. In her hands she held his staff and hat, the one he had worn years before, larger-brimmed than the newer one. “You forgot your staff and hat, my love.”
  


  
    He took a faltering step toward her and said, “How is this possible?”
  


  
    She shrugged and glanced around. “Something’s different, Magnus.” Then she closed her eyes for a moment, and he could see vitality flow away. At first she had moved almost as a dancer would, light upon her feet, then before his eyes he saw her manner change and her body settle into the movement of someone older, a woman with more years to carry.
  


  
    “I remember,” she said softly. She came to stand before him and handed him his staff and hat. It wasn’t the staff he had lost leaping into the vortex, but rather the one he had carried as a youngster. The wood was still freshly carved, sanded and smoothed, and hand-polished by him every night in his room for hours over many weeks until he judged it just so. It was a youthful student’s affectation, for it was not a staff of power, nor was it even a sturdy yeoman’s stave, but really a very elegant walking stick. And the hat. He held it in his other hand and realized how foolish he must have looked as a youth, wearing this pointy-topped, broad-brimmed, floppy monstrosity. Though he did feel affection for it, and admitted it had been a very good hat for the many years he kept it. He couldn’t remember where he’d last seen it, over half a century before. And he was surprised to discover he was very glad to have it back.
  


  
    “What do you remember?” he asked.
  


  
    “My life,” she said softly. “And my death.” She gazed up at him with wonder and fear. “Magnus, how can this be?”
  


  
    He looked down at her and felt his heart racing. He said, “I’m unsure. Tell me what you remember.”
  


  
    She looked around, then knelt by the basket, opened it and began preparing food. “I remember all of it— my life, my family, up to the day I died. I remember our fight. I remember you not speaking to me after that.” She sat back on her heels and looked up at him. “You could be the most stubborn person I’ve known, even worse than your mother.”
  


  
    Magnus smiled. She was right about that. He had been a prodigy by any measurement. The flaws in him were not strength or intelligence, but rather a tendency to hold back at things. As a boy, the first time he had lost his temper once his talents emerged, he had caused a fire that had damaged a large part of his room. That’s why he was overly cautious. Another time he lost his temper and severely injured three boys who had been tormenting his little brother Caleb. Though he was slow to anger, when he did lose his temper his rage could be prodigious. It had been such a rage that had ended their love.
  


  
    She resumed emptying the basket. “I know that when I asked your father to return to Stardock and continue my studies away from you, he didn’t ask why, so I knew you had said something.”
  


  
    “I didn’t,” said Magnus. “It must have been my mother or my brother.”
  


  
    “Or anyone else on the island,” she conceded. “No one on this island was ignorant of that ugly situation.”
  


  
    He was silent for a moment, reflecting on those long-ago events. And this wasn’t “this island,” though he thought better than to correct her. He had a sense of fleeting time and did not wish to be bogged down explaining things to her that were unnecessary for her to understand. More, this wasn’t about her, he was certain, but about him coming to understand something.
  


  
    He had been in love with Helena from the first moment he saw her. She had arrived in the morning, transported into the villa with three other students by his mother. As happened occasionally, promising students at Stardock, who might benefit from training beyond what the more structured regimen at the Academy provided, were recruited to come to the island, especially those who looked as if they might be useful to the Conclave.
  


  
    Helena had been such a one. She was an enchantress, a conjurer, able to spin illusion so real that few were able to tell the difference. It was a seductive power that often led to an addiction as deep as the most potent drugs sold in the back alleys of any city. Instead of having to visit a dirty room full of pungent smoke to drift off into hazy dreams, she could provide as vivid and lifelike an experience as one could ask, seemingly lasting for days. For a dying man with means, a year again in his youth with those he loved most, while only one day passed before his death, was worth bags of gold. It was also why more ambitious slavers sought out those with this gift and used their own magical restraints to bring them to heel. For the gifted conjurer, life as a slave was a strong possibility: all it required was one cruel guard protected from the power of illusion. It was a rare and powerful ability, one the Conclave had concluded was potentially very useful to them.
  


  
    But he had fallen in love the moment he beheld her, before he knew who she was or what her capabilities were. Now he was again with her on the first day she told him she loved him as well.
  


  
    He found the scene disturbing in ways he could not begin to articulate. What had been the single happiest day in his life seemed so inappropriate in the context of what he and his father faced, that it seemed a pointless distraction.
  


  
    He remembered how their relationship had ended, though. He had come upon her with another boy, together on the grass by the lake near his cabin. They had lain in one another’s arms, kissing. Magnus had almost killed that boy in his rage. He and Helena had not spoken a word since then. His father had sent him away, first to a temple of mystics in a mountain range on the other side of the world, not too far from the Pavilion of the Gods, to study how best to master his rage when it emerged. When he had returned, Helena was gone, returned to Stardock for the remainder of her studies.
  


  
    He sighed in resignation, and sat opposite her on the blanket. “I can only assume there’s a reason this is happening, a reason that’s not frivolous or whimsical.”
  


  
    “I suspect you’re right,” she said, putting a slice of bread on a platter and topping it with smoked ham and pungent cheese. She garnished it with small ripe tomatoes, sliced carrots, and a small bunch of grapes, and handed it to him.
  


  
    He smiled: this was correct down to the last detail. “And you still forgot the mustard.”
  


  
    She shook her head and held out a small pot. “I did then, but whoever packed this did not.”
  


  
    “Is this one of your illusions?” he asked.
  


  
    “Hardly,” she said. “Until moments ago I was dead.”
  


  
    “Why?” he asked.
  


  
    “Why are you here?”
  


  
    “Why are we here?”
  


  
    She considered a moment, then suggested, “Perhaps there is something vital you need to learn, something lost between us? Or something you lost, something later in life because of what happened between us?”
  


  
    Magnus absently chewed some bread and ham with mustard and said, “This is delicious.”
  


  
    “We had fun… for a while.”
  


  
    He sighed. “I never thought of it as ‘fun.’”
  


  
    She nodded. “That is so like you, Magnus. I think I could list every time I saw you laugh when we were together.” She sat back on her heels again, nibbling at her food. Then she opened the wine and poured it into two clay cups she removed from the basket. Handing him one, she continued, “All relationships are unequal in a way, I think. What is that word you used to describe my nose?” She laughed.
  


  
    He could not resist smiling at her reference to the bumbled attempt at a compliment he had once tried to pay her. “Symmetrical,” he said. “Equally balanced.”
  


  
    “Ah, so the word for not being equally balanced?”
  


  
    “Asymmetrical.”
  


  
    “Relationships are asymmetrical. I loved my husband, but not as much as he loved me, I’m certain. Perhaps it is as simple as women love differently than men?” She shrugged, and he felt his heart stop for an instant. Every gesture, the sound of her voice, filled him in a way no one else ever had. “I know I loved my three children, but each uniquely, as your mother loved you and your bother, but each love was different.”
  


  
    “What is the point?” he asked, sounding harsher than he intended.
  


  
    “With love comes risk,” said Helena, her expression turning serious. “You were never adverse to risk, Magnus. You would do the most amazing things as a boy. The first time you just willed yourself to the other side of the island to see if you could do it, that terrified me. I was so fearful of telling your father you tried that so you could take us somewhere to be alone…” She shook her head sadly in memory. “I felt relief when you returned a moment later, but I was also angry.”
  


  
    “I remember.” He fell silent, sipping his wine and eating, though he really wasn’t very hungry. At last he said, “Not a day goes by that I don’t think of you.”
  


  
    “And I of you… when I was alive.”
  


  
    “Where did it go wrong?”
  


  
    “We were so young, Magnus. We were caught up in passions we didn’t understand. Perhaps it was being born here, with all this magic around you, but for me it was a bard’s tale, a magic place from a story. I came here and found wonder, and found you.”
  


  
    “I knew I was wrong in what I did the day I came back and found you gone,” he said softly.
  


  
    Tears glistened in her eyes as she softly asked, “Then why didn’t you ever come after me?”
  


  
    “I thought you were in love with Anton.”
  


  
    Her expression turned sad. “You wouldn’t speak to me, and your father sent you away.” She put down her food and stared into the distance. “Anton was fun. Nothing more. We drank wine, went swimming. We were just kissing when you found us.”
  


  
    “I thought…”
  


  
    “No, you didn’t think. You reacted. Badly.” She stood up and came to sit down next to him. She put her hand on his arm and her head on his shoulder. “You have such deep feelings, Magnus. So easily injured, and you hold that pain in, close to you. I won’t say we would have had a good life together, and the one I had without you was good enough. But we never had the chance to try because of your refusal to let go of a boyhood injury.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Had you come to Stardock to get me, I would have come back here with you.”
  


  
    Magnus was silent. He lowered his head and a tear ran down his cheek. “Once, when a young man I was teaching…” He stopped. “His name was Talon and he was given to think he was in love.” Magnus remembered what a beautiful woman named Alysandra had done to the lad, as part of his training by the Conclave. Alysandra was broken, and the Conclave knew that, which was why she was a dangerous weapon. She was empty inside, devoid of emotion, but she was stunningly beautiful, charming and seductive, and after only a few days Talon of the Silver Hawk, now Tal Hawkins, Ty’s father, had thought himself inextricably in love. Then, under Nakor’s instruction, she broke his heart. “It was a very harsh lesson, what we did to him. I asked Nakor if you had been such a lesson.”
  


  
    “What did he say?”
  


  
    “Actually, I asked him if you were one of his, brought to the island to teach me the same lesson Tal had suffered, and he said no. I remember what he said next to this day. ‘That harsh lesson was of your own devising.’ For the longest time, I thought he meant my poor choice.” He looked at the most beautiful face he had ever beheld. “Now I understand.”
  


  
    “What do you understand?”
  


  
    He paused for a moment before answering, then said, “I felt rejected for another, but that was the least of it; I felt betrayed. I felt a trust had been sundered, and for me that was the end.”
  


  
    “I neither rejected you nor betrayed you, Magnus. I was a foolish young girl who got drunk and kissed a boy. And you had never told me you wanted me and no other.”
  


  
    “I told you I loved you, on this very day.”
  


  
    “After a lot of wine, Magnus.” She sighed. “You were not the first or last boy to tell me he loved me after drinking. I needed to hear that a few times, I fear, and at least one of those times you needed to be sober and not naked in my arms.” She was silent for a while in reflection, then said, “We are our own worst enemies at times, my love.”
  


  
    Considering once more his conversation with Nakor, Magnus said, “Nakor meant my poor actions, or lack of action. Apparently he agreed with your assessment.”
  


  
    “You think a great deal, Magnus. Perhaps too much at times. I think it’s a natural consequence of that hot temper you bury so deeply within.”
  


  
    “Even though I never saw you again, I never passed a day without you being in my thoughts,” he said softly. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it, as he sat staring at her tears running down her cheeks. “I know the Conclave used your abilities occasionally. I heard the reports, and know how you served. Who you wed, your children… I knew where you were every single day.”
  


  
    “You punished yourself. Why?”
  


  
    Now with tears matching hers, he whispered, “I really don’t know.”
  


  
    “There then is your lesson, my love. Something important is coming, or I would not have been snatched back to life for this meeting. My life is over. How I am not before Lims-Kragma, or again on the Wheel of Life, I don’t know, but of this much I am certain: this has nothing to do with me, and everything to do with you. I lived my life, Magnus. I married a very good man, and loved him deeply. I never had the passion for him I felt for you, but I was not a hot-blooded child when I met him either. I rejoiced in our children and thanked the gods none of them had my gift or any other that would bring them to the Academy or this island. They all found common, boring, ordinary, wonderful lives.
  


  
    “I loved my grandchildren, and mourned my husband. My last days were quiet, and I sat on the terrace of a little room in my eldest son’s home, watching the days go by. One day I closed my eyes, and suddenly I’m here. Yet I feel time has passed.”
  


  
    “More than a century,” said Magnus quietly.
  


  
    She smiled sadly. “Either way, you would have lost me, my love.”
  


  
    “But I would have had you for those fifty years.”
  


  
    “And what? Stayed at home with me and our children?”
  


  
    “I don’t know,” he said, taking control of his runaway feelings.
  


  
    “I think the lesson here is that you must accept certain risks you do not wish, but you must also take care of yourself. For if you do not, who else will?”
  


  
    Thinking about what he and his father endured when his mother died, he felt he understood that now.
  


  
    “A battle is coming,” he said, “and sacrifice is likely.”
  


  
    She nodded. “Then don’t assume you need to be the one to make the sacrifice. Don’t hold your own needs as less important than other people’s.” She reached for his hand again and squeezed it tightly. “I’m sorry you didn’t have the life you wished for, with me, but you have the life you chose. So when it comes to whatever it comes to, be glad you made the most of that choice.”
  


  
    “Is that all?” he asked. “I’m here with you again to be told to make the best of things?”
  


  
    She shook her head, disappointed. “Life is what happens, Magnus, no matter what you expect or want.” She looked around. “If I had been asked for one wish before my death, it would have been to come back here and have this discussion, but with a different understanding at the end. I loved some men after you, and before my husband, but you were my first love, Magnus, and what saddens me most of all is that you never seem to have found another to love as you did me.
  


  
    “Let go. You’re still injured by a heartbreak that belongs to a boy of less than twenty summers, not a man over a century old. It does not protect you; it makes you vulnerable. You don’t have the luxury to nurse that hurt any more. Too much has already been lost to you.” She sighed and put her hand on his. “There is no perfect ending, my love. You wanted to love someone so badly…” She smiled. “I think that when you met me you created this icon of a perfect woman. I was a girl. With talent, but occasionally stupid, and had you not stumbled across Anton and me on that shore, I don’t know what would have happened. I might have made love to him, or I might have thought of you and pushed him away. But neither of us will ever know, will we?”
  


  
    He stood up, powerful feelings threatening to overwhelm him. “I’ve been angry… for so long. The anger has become a part of me.”
  


  
    “Forgive me, Magnus.”
  


  
    “I don’t know if I can.”
  


  
    “You must.”
  


  
    Still looking into the distance, he said, “You need my forgiveness?”
  


  
    “No. I’m dead. You can do nothing for me. You need to forgive me so that you can live.”
  


  
    He turned and found she was gone, as was the blanket and picnic basket. All that remained on the ground were the staff and hat.
  


  
    He slowly picked up the staff, then the hat, which he put on his head. In the midst of the turmoil he was glad to get back the hat. He didn’t move, digesting the experience and trying to apply his analytical abilities to what he had just experienced, and at the last he could almost hear Nakor’s voice, saying something after several cups of wine that only now Magnus understood: “Feelings don’t make sense,” Nakor had observed, “but they can drive us, and that’s what you have to understand most of all. People will often do imponderable things because of how they feel, not because of what they think.” Then he had grinned at Magnus and said, “Of all the men I’ve known, Magnus, I think you will have the most trouble learning that lesson.”
  


  
    Suddenly there was a sound and Magnus turned to discover that a vortex had appeared. He took one last look around, knowing he would never again see Helena’s face. He drank in the echo of her presence, then leaped into the vortex.
  


  
    

  


  
    Magnus came tumbling out of the vortex, holding his hat with one hand and his staff with the other. Clouds of dust arose around him and slowly spread out as he came to his feet.
  


  
    A lone figure stood on a curving ledge and Magnus realized he was on a small planetoid, perhaps the size of a palace but not much larger. The figure turned and beckoned him to come closer, and he took a step and found himself floating upward. The figure stuck out his hand, grabbing Magnus’s ankle before he could float away. Pulling him back down, he said, “I’ve created some atmosphere and enough gravity if you don’t try to leap up.”
  


  
    “Macros,” said Magnus. He had seen a rough likeness of him in the form of a Dasati who had been given his memories and some aspects of his appearance, but here stood his grandfather as perhaps even his mother hadn’t seen him, young and vigorous, not a hint of grey in his hair or beard. His high forehead was one trait he shared with his daughter and grandson, but his black eyes were unique. He wore a black robe, cut slightly differently to the one Pug chose: Pug’s had been a Tsurani Great One’s garb, whereas Macros’s was cut off between knee and ankle, and was tight across the shoulders.
  


  
    The original Black Sorcerer looked at Magnus. “Do I know you?”
  


  
    “No, not really.”
  


  
    Macros said, “I am—”
  


  
    Magnus interrupted him, “Macros the Black.”
  


  
    Again Macros tilted his head a little, in exactly the same fashion as Miranda. “But you know me.”
  


  
    “It’s a long story.”
  


  
    “Aren’t they always?”
  


  
    “I’m called Magnus.”
  


  
    “Magnus,” said Macros, nodding as if he liked the sound of the name. Suddenly he looked delighted. “You’re my grandson!”
  


  
    “How do you know that?” asked Magnus. “You died before I was born.”
  


  
    “Yes, battling that demon Maarg on the world of Shila,” said Macros. “I don’t know how I know. I just… suddenly knew. It seems what I need to know just… pops into my head!” He seemed delighted by that fact.
  


  
    “Where are we?”
  


  
    “I don’t know exactly, but I have a rough idea.”
  


  
    “I’ve been on other worlds and other planes of reality,” said Magnus, “but I’ve seen nothing like this.”
  


  
    The planetoid they stood on slowly tumbled in orbit around a massive gas cloud, moving along with millions of other pieces of rock. Comets made a stately passage across the sky and down in the core of the gas cloud an incandescent glow burned, illuminating the entire cloud. Within, brilliant lights streaked, like massive discharges of lightning.
  


  
    Magnus said, “This is something to behold.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said his grandfather.
  


  
    “You know, Nakor would love seeing this.”
  


  
    “The little gambler? Is he still around?”
  


  
    “In a manner of speaking.”
  


  
    Again came the odd cocking of Macros’s head, as if listening to something, then he smiled again. “Ah, he will get to see this. He’ll be joining us soon.” Then his smiled broadened, “And so will the others!”
  


  
    Magnus was about to ask how he knew, then thought better of it, and decided instead to enjoy the spectacle and try to process the turmoil left inside him from his encounter with Helena.
  


  



  • Chapter Thirteen •


  


  Elvandar


  
    

  


  
    Bethany shouted.
  


  
    For half a day she had walked the banks of the River Boundary, the edge of Crydee and Elvandar, the home of the elves. Entering Elvandar unbidden put you at great risk. Several times before she had called out, but only forest sounds had answered.
  


  
    Will said, “Lady Beth, we’ve been shouting across this river since sunrise and no answer. Why don’t we just cross at that ford?” He pointed to a broad shallow about ten yards upstream.
  


  
    From behind him a voice said, “It would be unwise.”
  


  
    Tom turned around so quickly he almost fell over, his hunter’s cap tumbling from his head. Standing behind him was a pair of elves in brown leather hunting garb, carrying longbows.
  


  
    “Lady Beth? Bethany of Carse?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Beth.
  


  
    The elf who had first spoken said, “I am Calin, and this is my friend Eledar. I met you once when you were very tiny, but you won’t remember.” He looked as Bethany expected an elf to look, with large pale-blue eyes and light-brown hair that fell to his shoulders.
  


  
    “I remember the name, Prince of Elvandar,” said Beth, curtseying as well as she could while wearing leather trousers and holding a bow.
  


  
    “No,” said Calin. “We only bow before my mother.” His manner was friendly. “Who are your companions?”
  


  
    Bethany introduced the four hunters, who stood silent. They were tired and hungry from days on the trail and were relieved to have delivered Bethany to her goal. By nature they were quiet men, but days on the trail moving through dangerous woodlands had rendered them mute. The trails over the hills were narrow and dangerous, and having no idea how likely a Keshian patrol might be, they had chosen to move on foot. Up the steep inclines and down the narrow draws would anyway have slowed the horses to walking pace, but they were all near exhaustion.
  


  
    “What brings you to Elvandar?” asked Calin.
  


  
    “An urgent need to speak with your mother.”
  


  
    “Then we bid you welcome to Elvandar. Cross there,” he said, indicating the ford.
  


  
    To the four hunters, Bethany said, “If you wish to return to your families, you need not travel with me any longer. I am safe from here.”
  


  
    Will said, “My missus will wonder if the Keshians or a bear did me in. I’d best head back.”
  


  
    “I will go with him,” said Edgar. “I’m for my family, too.”
  


  
    The two young brothers exchanged glances. “We’d like to come,” said Jack.
  


  
    “We’ll never get the chance again,” said Tom.
  


  
    Bethany smiled, then asked Calin, “Is it permitted?”
  


  
    “Yes,” answered the Prince of Elvandar.
  


  
    The two brothers quickly emptied their packs and gave their trail rations to Edgar and Will. The four hunters and Bethany said their respective farewells, and Bethany turned to Calin. “Whenever you’re ready.”
  


  
    Calin smiled and Bethany said, “You and your brother have the same smile.”
  


  
    Calin’s smile broadened. “You’ve met Calis?”
  


  
    “In Ylith. He went on…” She felt tension drain away and suddenly she was tired. “It’s a long journey. I’ll tell you and your mother together. But yes, your brother was well, last I saw him.”
  


  
    Calin nodded. “You’re tired, and we have two more days before you reach my mother’s court.”
  


  
    As they crossed the river, Bethany said, “The other elf is well, too.”
  


  
    Calin and Eledar both looked quizzical. “Other elf?”
  


  
    “Arkan,” said Bethany. “Tall, black hair, doesn’t speak much.”
  


  
    “My brother travels with a moredhel chieftain?” asked Calin with as close to a look of surprise as a human would ever see on an elf’s face.
  


  
    “Moredhel?”
  


  
    “You call them the Brotherhood of the Dark Path.”
  


  
    Now Bethany was surprised. “But he looks…” She shook her head. “Another tale for your mother’s ears.” As they started off, she added, “But they fought side by side on the walls of Ylith against the Keshians.”
  


  
    Calin stumbled a step, then set off at a steady walk.
  


  
    

  


  
    Two days later, Bethany and the two boys reached a massive clearing in the Elven Forest. In the distance she could see a sight that made her pause. Calin put his hand on her shoulder. “Welcome to Elvandar, Lady Bethany of Carse.”
  


  
    On the other side of the clearing reared a stand of gigantic trees linked by graceful arching bridges of branches on which elves could be seen crossing from bole to bole.
  


  
    As they got closer, Bethany looked up. The trunks rose until they were lost in a sea of leaves and branches. The leaves were deep green, but here and there a tree with golden, silver, or even white foliage could be seen, sparkling with lights visible even in the shadows. Above the canopy, the late afternoon sun shone down, but so thick was its cover that Elvandar was in constant twilight. A soft glow permeated the entire area.
  


  
    As they made their way across the clearing, Bethany could see that the elven tree city was even larger than she first thought. It spread away on all sides and must have been over a mile across. She was stunned by wonder and glanced at Tom and Jack. The boys were almost opened-mouthed, and finally Jack looked at her and said, “Now I’m very glad we came, my lady.” Tom only nodded.
  


  
    They reached a stairway, carved into the side of a tree, that wound its way upward, into the branches. They climbed, and as they passed the large branches that served as roadways, they could see elves on all sides. Many of the men wore fighting leather like Calin, but many others wore long, graceful robes of fine weave or tunics of bright, rich colours. She marvelled at the casual splendour of the elven women. All were tall and graceful, with their hair worn long, many with jewels woven into their tresses. Bethany reached up and self-consciously touched her own hair, dirty after weeks on the trail.
  


  
    They reached a gigantic branch and left the stairs. Calin said, “Stay to the centre. Many of your race have difficulties with the heights. It’s best if you look forward, not down.” For their part, the elves seemed oblivious to how far above the ground they trod.
  


  
    Deeper and deeper they moved, until they reached a large opening where a circle of trees formed a central court for the Elf Queen, a hundred branches merging into a huge platform. Aglaranna sat upon a wooden throne, surrounded by her court. She was a beautiful, regal woman whose reddish hair was gathered and held behind her lobeless, pointed ears by a golden circlet with a single ruby in the centre. She wore a deep-green gown with golden trim at the neck, sleeves, and hem, and her waist was cinched by a golden cord. Her fingers were long and graceful, and she bore a single ring on her left hand, a simple golden band, a wedding ring in the human fashion.
  


  
    To her left stood an amazing figure, neither elf nor human, but somewhere in between, clad in green leggings and a dark-brown tunic, with a simple brown leather belt. Easily six inches over six feet, he had striking features, blonde hair, blue eyes and an almost boyish face as he smiled; but Bethany could imagine it would look very different if he was angry. There was a sense of power to him that went beyond his impressive size and obvious physical strength.
  


  
    He came to stand before Beth. “Lady Bethany,” he said, bowing, “on behalf of my wife and queen, I welcome you to Elvandar. I am Warleader Tomas.”
  


  
    Calin mounted the steps, kissed his mother’s cheek and took the smaller seat to her right.
  


  
    Aglaranna arose to greet Bethany, taking her hands and saying, “Welcome. You’ve come a long way.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Majesty. Your home is amazing and I’m pleased to see it, but my reasons for coming are dire and pressing.”
  


  
    “Please,” said the queen, indicating a chair that had been brought for Bethany. She ordered that Jack and Tom were to be shown to their quarters, leaving Bethany alone with the royal court. “Before you tell us your story, your mother is coming.”
  


  
    A cup of wine was handed to her and she drank. Her mother arrived and they embraced. “I’m so glad to see you,” said Bethany.
  


  
    Bethany’s mother, the Countess Marriann, asked, “Any word of your father?”
  


  
    “At the last report he held fast in Carse and all lands from there to the Straits are still in Kingdom hands,” said Bethany.
  


  
    Countess Marriann looked relieved.
  


  
    Bethany said, “You look well, mother.”
  


  
    “We’ve been so welcomed here, and treated well. We have a camp to the north of here. Everyone from Crydee.”
  


  
    Duchess Caralin had accompanied Bethany’s mother and now she came to embrace Bethany. “What news of my sons?” she asked, fearful to hear the answer.
  


  
    Bethany realized news was slow reaching this deep forest, being only what the occasional ranger from Natal might share. “Martin and Brendan were well, last I saw them. They saw Hal in Rillanon.”
  


  
    The duchess closed her eyes with relief, and as she did so, Bethany realized her hair had more grey in it and her features looked more drawn than the last time she’d seen her. “When word reached me of my husband’s death,” she said softly, avoiding his name to respect the elves’ tradition of not using the names of the departed, “my heart broke, but if the boys are well…”
  


  
    Bethany hugged her again. “They are well. We have a great deal to discuss. Later.”
  


  
    Now she turned to the Elf Queen, Lord Tomas, and Prince Calin and detailed what she and Martin had seen in E’bar and the warning from the taredhel loremaster, Tanderae. When at last she finished, the queen asked a few questions, then turned to Tomas. “My love?”
  


  
    Tomas waved to someone at the edge of the gathering crowd and two very tall elves came into view. They wore fashion very different to the other elves; tunics and trousers of very fine fabric and beautifully crafted leather boots, somewhat the worse for wear. Tomas said, “Gulamendis, Laromendis, two allies of Tanderae— Lady Bethany of Carse.”
  


  
    The two Star Elves, the conjurer and the demon master, nodded greeting to the young woman. Tomas said to the assembled elves in the queen’s court, “We have much to discuss, but our newest guest is tired. We shall convene again after sundown for a meal and discussion.” To the two visiting elves from E’bar, he said, “We would welcome your views on the news Lady Bethany has brought.” They both inclined their heads in acknowledgment, and Tomas looked at Calin who nodded to him. “The war council will meet now.”
  


  
    The elves who had been observing Lady Bethany as she had recounted her visit to E’bar began drifting away. Marriann said, “Come. Rest with us and we’ll return after sundown.”
  


  
    Queen Aglaranna nodded. “Please, I know word from home will be welcome to the others from Crydee.”
  


  
    Bethany was quickly escorted along with the two older women from the Far Coast down a series of circular stairs cut into the sides of boles, and once on the ground to the northern part of the great clearing. There they found a tidy camp where a series of quarters had been constructed using curtains suspended from wooden rods held aloft by stout wooden standards.
  


  
    “Not much privacy,” said Duchess Caralin, “but they have been very kind.”
  


  
    The refugees from Crydee gathered in greeting and Bethany saw they all had been well cared for, their injuries healed, and that they were well fed, clean and rested. A hundred questions were thrown at her until the duchess said, “Give the girl a moment. Let her get clean and then we’ll all sit and chat.”
  


  
    Bethany was shown to the shower, which was a clever series of tanks with sun-warmed water high above that fed into a hollow wooden pipe and ended in a flat tray punctured by many holes. She was provided with a jar of apple-scented cream and soon her hair was as clean as it had been in weeks, months perhaps, and her body was free of every speck of dirt she had collected along the way. After drying herself with a wonderfully luxurious cotton towel, she found a lovely simple blue dress waiting for her, with plain but comfortable sandals.
  


  
    Her mother said, “We’ll make sure your travel clothing is cleaned, dear. I expect you’ll be needing to run off soon and go somewhere else dangerous.”
  


  
    Bethany smiled. Her mother never appreciated her love for hunting, tracking, and fishing as her father had; she preferred that Bethany endure the quiet “ladies’ arts” of music, dance, needlepoint, cooking, and “more refined” pastimes. She smiled. “We’ll all be leaving together, Mother.”
  


  
    An impromptu reception was waiting for her. She indulged herself with some fresh food, knowing full well that supper with the queen and her court was just a short two hours or so ahead. The brothers from Ylith appeared, both far cleaner and more rested than she had ever seen them. They seemed to enjoy their momentary celebrity as people plied them with questions.
  


  
    Bethany began with the retreat from Crydee and the traps Martin had set along the way, reaching the point in the narrative where they found safe haven in Ylith, and when she had finished she realized it was almost time to rejoin the Elf Queen. Her recounting of events had brought expressions of relief to wives, daughters, and sweethearts of garrison soldiers and volunteers who remained with Martin. Those few who had lost men in the early part of the siege still looked proud of the memory of their heroes, despite tears gathering and pain revisited.
  


  
    An elf woman appeared to guide Bethany, her mother, and the duchess to the queen’s table, and before they left, Bethany motioned for a private moment with her mother. “I need to tell you something,” she said.
  


  
    Countess Marriann looked concerned, her face showing that she was ready for bad news. “What?”
  


  
    “I’m getting married.”
  


  
    Now Marriann looked confused. “Married?”
  


  
    “Martin and I are to be wed.”
  


  
    “Martin!” said her mother, her expression turning darker. “You were supposed to wed Henry.”
  


  
    “Did it ever occur to you and father to ask either Henry or me what we wished?”
  


  
    “We just—”
  


  
    “Assumed,” finished Bethany.
  


  
    “What will Henry think of this?”
  


  
    “He thinks it’s just fine. Martin told him, and the Duke of Crydee has given his blessing.”
  


  
    Use of Hal’s office was like a bucket of cold water in her mother’s face. Hal was now their liege lord, and for Bethany to enter any sort of state marriage, his permission and the king’s blessing were required. Fumbling for a last objection, Marriann asked, “The king?”
  


  
    “We don’t have one,” Bethany said with a note of apprehension. “And, truth to tell, Hal doesn’t even have a duchy to call his own.”
  


  
    Countess Marriann did exactly what her daughter anticipated: when in the face of defeat she changed the subject. “We should not keep the queen waiting. We’ll talk about this again when we finally rejoin your father.”
  


  
    Bethany shook her head in resignation and realized that nothing short of a direct order from the king would change her mother’s mind about her becoming Duchess of Crydee some day.
  


  
    

  


  
    The meal was far from festive, though everyone was at ease. Bethany had the opportunity to study the queen, her son, and her consort while attempting to keep her mother’s obsession over who she married at arm’s length.
  


  
    The queen was the personification of grace and charm, but there was nothing practised or artificial about it. She was simply the loveliest being Bethany had ever encountered. After little more than an hour in her company, Bethany understood why Aglaranna was legendary, even in the human communities of the Western Realm. Despite the reassuring welcome, though, Bethany was unable to shake the feeling that the elves were as worried as she was about the news she carried from E’bar.
  


  
    Tomas looked distracted. Occasionally Bethany caught sight of him staring into space, as if listening for something. And when he spoke, it was to ask questions of her, of the two elves from E’bar, or of members of the queen’s council— a pair of old elves, rather wizened in appearance, which seemed to be a rarity among the elves.
  


  
    Towards the end of supper, Tomas said, “Lady Bethany, if you think it time, we will send escorts with you to Ylith, so that your people can be reunited. The Keshians stay south of the River Boundary now, so they will pose no risk. The duchess has been waiting for word from the Kingdom that it’s safe to leave.”
  


  
    She considered only for a moment, then said, “I think it best, Lord Tomas. Ylith is struggling and more hands to help with the rebuilding would be welcome, and it appears that a return to Crydee any time soon is highly unlikely. As generous as you have been to us, we need to return to our own.”
  


  
    Supper continued and when it was over, Bethany was escorted with her mother and the duchess back to the encampment. She had half-expected to spend more time with the queen and her council, but realized that during the course of the supper she had provided every scrap of information she possessed.
  


  
    She found the goose-down mattress a welcome change from the hard soil she had called a bed for the last few weeks. She was asleep before her mother came to bid her goodnight.
  


  
    

  


  
    After supper the queen had motioned for Acaila and Janil, her two eldest advisors, to linger, along with the two taredhel, Gulamendis and Laromendis, as she, Tomas, and Calin kept their seats. Acaila was the most senior of the Eldar, the ancient order of scholars, and Janil had risen to first among the Spellweavers when her most trusted advisor, Tathar, had finally left for his journey to the Blessed Isles.
  


  
    Since the two elves from E’bar had arrived, the queen’s court had been discussing how best to deal with the events chronicled by the brothers. In typical elven fashion, there was no hurried decision-making, but a detailed examination of all choices. Tomas had postponed a flight to E’bar to see for himself until he was certain it was safe to leave Elvandar.
  


  
    Of late he’d been troubled by more dreams, and the sense he got from his mental link with dragons was troubling. Something profound had changed and he was concerned there was a link that needed to be examined.
  


  
    Tomas glanced as his wife, who inclined her head, indicating that he should speak first. “More grave tidings from E’bar,” he said.
  


  
    Janil was a worker of powerful elven magic, but her age was manifesting itself now in her white hair and a slender form now starting to wither. But her voice was strong when she said, “I’ve dispatched four of our best to E’bar. Do we send more?”
  


  
    “If numbers of magic-users are critical, we can do little,” added Acaila. “Our cousins will need to reach out to the humans.”
  


  
    “Bethany of Carse has said it has been done,” said Gulamendis.
  


  
    “Then we can do naught but wait,” said his brother.
  


  
    Tomas said, “You may need to return soon.” He sat back, a look of concern on his face. “It may be that every Spellweaver we have must journey to fight what is contained within E’bar.”
  


  
    Aglaranna said, “What do you make of our son fighting beside a moredhel?”
  


  
    “Calis is unique,” answered Tomas, “as is his perspective. Perhaps there is a lesson here.”
  


  
    Janil said, “The moredhel number powerful shamans among their clans.”
  


  
    “But Arkan is leader of the Ardanien,” said Acaila. “What we know of moredhel politics tells us he’s in a faction despised by those in power.”
  


  
    “That may be less important than we think,” answered Calin. “For if I remember the most recent rumours from the north, the Ardanien are still tied to the Hamandien, maybe even more closely.”
  


  
    “Liallan,” said Aglaranna. “She’s been ruling the Snow Leopards longer than I have ruled in Elvandar. If she’s protecting Arkan…”
  


  
    “She is the only moredhel clan leader strong enough to oppose Narab’s bid to be their first king,” said Janil.
  


  
    “The Ardanien, the Ice Bears, have a shaman by name, Cetswaya, who is counted as being among their wisest and most powerful,” said Acaila.
  


  
    “Dare we seek out the moredhel?” asked Aglaranna.
  


  
    Calin said, “If nothing more than to warn them. This threat from E’bar is far worse than they might know.”
  


  
    Aglaranna looked at her son. “I have one son at risk already, and you are heir.”
  


  
    Tomas nodded. “I would go, but their reaction to me might not be much warmer.”
  


  
    It was Laromendis who said, “We can go, Majesty. Our particular gifts do not bring much to aid our kin in E’bar, but as of yet we have no problem with the moredhel. If you can get us to the border of their land, we should be able to cross freely.”
  


  
    Calin looked at his mother, who nodded, and said to him, “Escort them. Ensure they are safe until they make contact, but return here at once.”
  


  
    Acaila said to the two Star Elves, “If you spend the day with me tomorrow, I will share what we know of moredhel clan politics. It may not be current enough to do you good, but it’s a start. There is one among the moredhel you need to speak with before any other— the woman I named, Liallan…”
  


  
    Tomas smiled at his wife. Acaila’s briefing on the morrow appeared to be starting that moment. Then his smile faded.
  


  
    Aglaranna rose from her throne and came to her husband’s side. “What is it?”
  


  
    Sadly he said, “I have to leave soon.”
  


  
    “The dragons?”
  


  
    “Yes,” he whispered back. “They are calling, and soon I must leave.”
  


  
    Neither of them said what they both feared most, that it very well might be the last time he left Elvandar.
  


  



  • Chapter Fourteen •


  


  Clash


  
    

  


  
    Brendan peered into the storm.
  


  
    He slammed the heavy wooden shutter closed and said, “Nothing.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “What did you expect?”
  


  
    “I never did well with waiting,” said Brendan, grinning as he wiped water from his face.
  


  
    Amirantha sat back in the big chair he had appropriated for his own use in what had become the de facto common room of the villa, a classroom containing several chairs designed for non-human students that was currently not in use. Amirantha’s choice looked like nothing so much as a massive pillow filled with tiny wooden balls, which made it a task to move, but it was form-fitting and very comfortable. Sandreena sat on a small stool, content to sit anywhere after a lifetime of mostly being on the ground or in the saddle.
  


  
    Brendan said, “I’m still trying to fathom how they’re doing this.” “They” were whoever was unleashing this seemingly endless storm, and “this” was the storm.
  


  
    For days now the island had been reduced to inactivity because of the near-gale-force winds and driving rain constantly pelting it. The storm was intensifying, if Brendan was a judge of such things, and he had lived through his share of gales and squalls in Crydee. It was barely noticeable unless you were stuck in the middle of it, thought Brendan, and now he realised he never would have survived if the storm had been this intense when he’d first arrived.
  


  
    “It’s getting worse,” he said.
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed Sandreena, who had endured her share of foul weather as well. “Slowly, but it’s getting worse.”
  


  
    And everyone was ready for the possibility of another attack.
  


  
    Brendan had spent some time with most of those of importance on the island, until he realized that his rank was the only reason for not being told to go away and leave the adults to the planning. That and his willingness to leap into battle with the conjured monster.
  


  
    He had found Sandreena and Amirantha talking with a magician named Leonardo, who had since left. Brendan had been politely included in the discussion though he had little to add.
  


  
    Amirantha said, “If you discover how they are doing this, please feel free to share.”
  


  
    Sandreena threw him a disapproving look. Amirantha quickly added, “I apologize, Brendan. We’re all feeling helpless. Gets on the nerves.”
  


  
    Brendan sat down and said, “I know nothing of magic. My family used to have a magic-adviser, but somewhere along the way we stopped. Last magician I even saw before I left Crydee…” He sat up.
  


  
    “What?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “I just got a… notion. Where’s Ruffio?”
  


  
    “In Pug’s study, almost certainly,” said Amirantha. “Why?”
  


  
    “Come on, if you want to know,” said Brendan, hurrying off.
  


  
    Curious, both demon experts followed him. Brendan knocked on the door to Pug’s study and when he heard Ruffio’s voice, pushed open the door.
  


  
    The magician looked up from a pile of books. He had been reading everything Pug had written down about weather magic.
  


  
    “I think I have an answer.”
  


  
    “Go on,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “You don’t have any weather-magicians here, right?”
  


  
    “It’s not a common area of study,” said Ruffio. “More to my regret now than ever.”
  


  
    “It’s elf-magic, I’ve been told.”
  


  
    “They are the masters, but getting an elf here…” Ruffio shrugged.
  


  
    “I know a captain who’s mad enough to risk this storm and he has the best weather-magician in the Kingdom on his ship.”
  


  
    Ruffio’s eyes widened. “Reinman! Why didn’t I think of that?”
  


  
    “Unless he’s running an errand for the prince, he should be in Krondor,” said Brendan.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “Whatever is blocking our magic isn’t always effective.” He grabbed a quill and parchment and started writing. After a moment he said, “I’ll just keep trying to transport this until I’m successful.”
  


  
    “Where are you sending it?”
  


  
    “Stardock. I’ll have someone there who’s trusted in the palace take it there by hand. I have no confidence that a piece of parchment landing on the floor of a random room in the palace asking for the ship named the Royal Messenger to be sent to Sorcerer’s Island would be well received.”
  


  
    He continued to write out detailed instructions, then sprinkled ponce over it and blew just for good measure to ensure the ink wouldn’t smear, rolled it up and tied a cord around it. He put it on the table and stared at it, and nothing happened.
  


  
    For the next hour Amirantha, Brendan, and Sandreena watched Ruffio try to send the parchment to Stardock. Then, suddenly, the parchment vanished.
  


  
    Ruffio sank back in his chair, perspiration running down his forehead. “That… was exhausting.”
  


  
    “But the interference is intermittent,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “Yes,” answered Ruffio, rising. “I could do with a cup of wine. It may be days before we know anything.”
  


  
    “What do we do until then?” asked Amirantha.
  


  
    “Hunker down, keep our wits together, and be ready for trouble,” said Ruffio. “And drink some very good wine.”
  


  
    “You sure someone will find that parchment?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    Ruffio smiled. “We of the Conclave have a lot of friends still in Stardock. The moment that parchment appeared, a special signal sounded. Someone there is reading that message right now. I expect that person to be within the palace at Krondor, talking to another friend of the Conclave within another hour, and if Reinman’s in Krondor he’ll be departing at dawn tomorrow at the latest.
  


  
    “If Reinman’s in Krondor, he’ll be here in three days,” said Brendan. He glanced at Amirantha, who was regarding him with what could only be called an approving expression. Brendan felt pleased at that, and then said, “About that wine?”
  


  
    

  


  
    Captain Jason Reinman shouted over the wind to his first mate, “What do you make of that, Mr Williams?”
  


  
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” replied Noah Williams. “And I’ve been on the sea as long as you, Captain.”
  


  
    “Longer if you’d stop lying about your age.” He grinned. “Got Bellard drunk yet?”
  


  
    “Just about,” answered the first mate. “Didn’t need to force him, either. Whatever that other magician in Krondor said to him got him in the right mind.”
  


  
    “Well, he’d better be if we’re going to get through that and not end up on the rocks.”
  


  
    “That” was the oddest weather either sailor had ever encountered. About a mile from where they should be seeing the magician’s tower of the Black Castle on the headlands of Sorcerer’s Island there stood a wall of weather. Reinman had ordered the ship to take a port tack, swinging wide of the visible storm, but noticed that there seemed to be something of a buffer of nasty wind before the fringe of the storm.
  


  
    After sailing for a couple of hours he had determined that the storm was a perfect circle of weather starting perhaps a mile or more off the coast of Sorcerer’s Island. He summoned a magician named Xander, a Keshian by birth, but apparently trusted enough to be allowed aboard the Kingdom’s fastest warship. “Can you get a message through to whoever’s on that island?”
  


  
    “It may take a while,” Xander said. “But I think so.”
  


  
    “Here’s what I need you to tell them. As far as we can tell, the centre of that storm is right over the middle of the island. I don’t know if Bellard can blunt it enough for us to come to shore, nor do I know what good that would do anyone. We’ll await their reply before we decide the next move.”
  


  
    The magician headed below decks to compose his message. He and Ruffio had been selective in sending messages, but it was an erratic process, sometimes taking hours.
  


  
    Reinman kept his ship away from the storm as best he could, moving off for miles on a south-eastern tack, before coming around to the south of the storm. After two hours he asked, “Mr Williams, is that storm getting larger?”
  


  
    “Hard to judge, Captain.” He shouted aloft. “Lookout! Is the storm getting bigger?”
  


  
    From above came the response, “Aye, Mr Williams. It appears to be getting larger, and stronger as well.”
  


  
    “Port your helm, Mr Hagan!” he shouted to the helmsman. “Mr Williams, would you head below and inform Xander of the change? I think that might be important news to the island.”
  


  
    “Aye, sir,” said the first mate, heading below.
  


  
    Jason Reinman, who had the well-earned reputation of being the most reckless and daring captain on the Bitter Sea since Amos Trask, looked at the storm and thought that not all the gold in Kesh would make him try to sail through that mess.
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruffio waited patiently in Pug’s office, distracting himself by doing as much research as he could, but mainly waiting for another communication from his agent from Stardock, Xander.
  


  
    Two messages each way had got through, each taking at least a dozen tries before finding a gap in the blocking magic. The energy of the storm was the cause of his problems, he was now convinced, rather than any overt attempt at counter-magic. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but knew it would prove to be significant eventually, if they survived the storm, which seemed to be mounting in intensity, slowly, but steadily. Given the pounding the villa was taking, he was glad the rebuilt villa Pug had put up had such staunch walls.
  


  
    Suddenly a parchment appeared before him and he quickly tore it open and read it. Then he shouted, “Brendan!”
  


  
    Brendan was at that time in the common room, failing to charm Dilyna. The best he had managed to get from her was a shy giggle and he was coming to the conclusion that nice girls were a sight different than the ones he was used to flirting with. He heard his name called, said “Excuse me” and hurried to Pug’s study.
  


  
    He opened the door and said, “Yes?”
  


  
    “Get Sandreena, please, then both of you come back.”
  


  
    Brendan did as was asked, found the sergeant-adamant in her quarters cleaning her armour and together they went to the study.
  


  
    “I have a task for you two if you’re willing,” Ruffio said. “I’ve received intelligence from Captain Reinman and Xander that the storm is centred here on the island.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “I know little about weather-magic, but how can someone be sitting in the middle of your island throwing out magic of this power and not be seen by your magicians? It would be like shouting at the top of his lungs, wouldn’t it?”
  


  
    “Normally,” said Ruffio. He rolled out a map of Sorcerer’s Isle, and put his finger in the middle. “If the spell originated here, we would have felt it. I think that attack by the sea demon was a distraction. I think two entities were dropped onto this island.” He moved his hand to the south of the island. “If a storm was blown up from here, just enough to strike the southern part of the island, from the beach to the villa, and some flying entity— a magician or a summoned creature— carried that monster and dropped it in our midst, then another flyer could have reached the centre of our island undetected. Then,” he drew a line with his finger, “imagine a ship out there somewhere, protected against the storm, but where the magic is being conjured. Here,” he again pointed to the centre of the island, “a second magician waits. He doesn’t create magic, he merely anchors it.”
  


  
    It was Brendan who said, “But he’s acting as the centre!”
  


  
    Ruffio smiled. “Yes. Imagine a great engine of magic, a thing that can blow a storm out across a finite area, but it will simply blow in a straight line. If you want to confuse your opponent as to where it originates, have it circle around a different location.”
  


  
    “What do you want us to do?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    Ruffio looked at Brendan like a teacher with a promising student.
  


  
    “We go find whoever it is and persuade them to stop doing what they’re doing, and then see what happens to this storm. I’ll go,” said Brendan without hesitation.
  


  
    “You and Sandreena are the only two here with weapons and experience. I have no one else to send. I am sure I can find at least one young magician who will be willing to go with you, and protect you from any magic directed at you.”
  


  
    “Where do we look?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “Out that door, turn right, and follow the hall to the last door on the left,” said Ruffio. “Keep your bearings and go straight on without turning until you come to a small pond… by now it might be a big pond, given the rain. Circle to your left and get back on your original course and in a few hours you’ll come to some outcrops below three hills. Somewhere in those hills is where our unwelcome guest is likely to be.”
  


  
    “Caves?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “No, so look for some sort of shelter, or magic against weather. Or a magician who doesn’t care how wet and cold he gets.” He stood up and walked past them, beckoning for them to follow.
  


  
    Ruffio walked through halls now dripping with water coming in through every crack and loose joint in the ceiling and walls until he reached a classroom currently occupied by half a dozen younger magicians trying to study despite the crashing chaos outside.
  


  
    “They’re researching weather-magic as well,” said Ruffio. He turned to the group. “I have a favour to ask. I need someone to go out in the storm with Sandreena and Brendan to look for one or more magicians who may be hiding in the central hills of the island, to protect them from traps.”
  


  
    Three of the six magicians instantly stood up and Ruffio said, “Donal, thank you.”
  


  
    The magician was sandy-haired, fair-skinned, and wore a green robe with half sleeves. He nodded at Brendan and Sandreena and said, “We leave now?”
  


  
    “Sooner is better,” said the sergeant-adamant.
  


  
    “We have some foul weather gear in the storage room,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “I’ll show you,” said Donal.
  


  
    Donal took them across an open expanse of grass where they were pummelled by rain so hard it soaked them to the skin before they reached the next building. “Seems a little pointless now,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    Brendan said, “No it’s not,” as his teeth started to chatter.
  


  
    Donal opened a large trunk and Brendan pulled out a heavily oiled canvas cloak, fleece-lined, with no seams. He pulled it on over his head, and stuck his arms through the sleeves. “It’s not the wet as much as the cold.”
  


  
    “I’ve fought in cold and wet before,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    Brendan grinned. “No doubt, but you know how it can rob your strength. And this is cold. I’ve been doused by storm-water coming out of the frozen north, and those winters are far worse than what should be normal here. This is worse than that ever was! Besides, we may be looking for a couple of hours before we have to fight.” He turned and was surprised to see Ruffio donning gear. “I didn’t know you were coming as well.”
  


  
    “Two reasons,” the magician said. “I can transport us back here quickly, should the need arise, and moreover, while Donal is protecting you from harm, I can be doling out harm myself.”
  


  
    “I feel better already,” said Brendan, evincing a bravado he did not feel in the least.
  


  
    Once dressed against the weather, they left the storage room and started walking towards the centre of the island.
  


  
    

  


  
    Two hours later they came to a small plateau on top of a hillock. Brendan did not need Ruffio or Donal to tell him they’d found their goal. The energy put out by whoever was up there caused the hair on his arms to stand up, despite being wet. Ruffio moved slowly up a muddy, slippery path to where he could see, then signalled for the others to follow.
  


  
    Now the storm was their ally, masking their approach. Brendan had lived his life in a coastal town and had seen monstrous storms coming out of the frozen north, rolling down the coast with bitter sleet and rain, but he had never seen one like this. The raindrops struck like rocks.
  


  
    Half a dozen figures huddled under a sturdy lean-to which shielded them from the worst of the wind. Three of the figures were motionless, squatting on the rocks, while the other three stood upright, guarding the three on the ground. A small spindle of emerald flame rose from a point equidistant between the three squatting figures and from it emanated a sizzling, crackling shaft of green energy that shot into the sky.
  


  
    Brendan came up behind Ruffio and his eyes widened. He had never seen the like of these creatures. They were lizard-featured, but three of them stood upright like men. One saw him and gave alarm in a hissing tongue, and suddenly battle was joined.
  


  
    Donal incanted as Sandreena joined Brendan. All the lizard-men were unarmed, but the three guards quickly cast spells at the attackers.
  


  
    A bolt of dark-purple energy exploded in Brendan’s face, but washed around it as if he had a perfectly clear shield of glass between the furious blast and his face. Feeling his hair almost dance from the discharge around his head, he was now very glad Donal was there. He didn’t hesitate but charged the caster, bowling him over with his shoulder and shield. The creature rolled over through the mud, hissing and baring pointed teeth. Brendan swung hard and his blade bounced off a protective ward of some sort.
  


  
    “Magic!” he shouted, then instantly felt like an idiot; of course they were using magic. He quickly added, “Magic’s protecting them. How do I get past it?”
  


  
    Ruffio shouted, “Duck!” and Brendan hunkered down as a sizzling bolt of energy sped past him, illuminating the serpent-man as he tried to stand, knocking him backwards.
  


  
    Brendan leaped to his feet and almost had them go out from under him as he slipped on the mud. He regained traction just in time to face a snarling mask of reptilian hatred, as the alien magician began to conjure another spell. Not waiting to see if anyone was protecting him, Brendan took a quick step forward, and thrust, skewering the serpent with his sword. With a gurgling cry, the creature fell, and Brendan pulled free his blade.
  


  
    By the time Brendan had withdrawn his sword, Sandreena, who was far more experienced at combat, had knocked over the lean-to, brained one serpent-man with her mace and turned on the second one.
  


  
    The second serpent-man threw a massive wave of fire at Sandreena, who reflexively crouched behind her shield. Brendan watched in shocked amazement as flames roared around the crouching sergeant-adamant. He felt the waves of heat wash over him several feet away, heard the hissing of water on rock surfaces being turned to steam, and wondered how she could survive that heat even with no direct flame on her. It must be part of the magical nature of her order, he decided, as he saw her spring to her feet the moment the flames stopped.
  


  
    Brendan charged the last standing serpent-man at the same time Sandreena did. Whatever spell the last serpent-magician had been casting died before he finished as Sandreena struck him hard enough that all could hear bones cracking as his head twisted at an unnatural angle above his shoulders.
  


  
    But still the three sitting figures did not move.
  


  
    Sandreena had her mace drawn back, ready to strike, but Ruffio shouted, “Hold!”
  


  
    For a brief moment, everyone was motionless, then Ruffio knelt next to one of the sitting figures, pulled off its hood and revealed another creature, one that was somehow different from the ones that now lay dead on the ground.
  


  
    “What are they?” shouted Brendan.
  


  
    “Pantathians,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “Not like those we saw down on the island with Pug,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “Those three are Pantathian serpent-priests,” said Ruffio, indicating the three dead magic-users. “They are the ones who have been plaguing our world for centuries. These other three are called Panath-Tiandn, or Shangri. They’re somehow related, but I’m not sure how. I’ve never seen any of them before but I’ve read about them. Pug and Magnus have been dealing with them for years.” He indicated the three motionless, living creatures. “These three are powerful conduits for magic, but they’re nearly mindless on their own.”
  


  
    “What do we do with them?” asked Sandreena. “They seem to be unaware of us.”
  


  
    “We proceed cautiously,” said Ruffio. “One of the reasons our magic was intermittent is these creatures use energies alien to us. For as long as there have been stories about them it has been said their spells skew other magic.”
  


  
    Spitting water as he spoke, Brendan said, “Well, I’m no expert in weather-magic, but it seems this storm is still getting worse. We need to do something.”
  


  
    Ruffio turned to Donal. “See if you get any sense of what this spell is.”
  


  
    The two magicians examined the three mute figures for nearly half an hour, and finally Donal said, “They aren’t casting magic, Ruffio. They are the magic.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” shouted Sandreena.
  


  
    “I mean they’re giving their life-energies to this spell and it will continue as long as they live.”
  


  
    “That’s all I needed to hear,” said Sandreena, who raised her mace and brought it crashing down onto the head of one of the three still figures.
  


  
    Brendan looked at Ruffio, who nodded once. Brendan ran the second creature though the back of the neck with his blade. Donal pulled a dagger from his belt and slit the throat of the last, and within seconds the three creatures were dead.
  


  
    The storm shifted with the swiftness of someone snapping a piece of damp cloth. The wind that had been howling around the island was gone, moving as fast as a bolt shot from a crossbow. The resultant following wind as the weather shifted knocked everyone to the ground.
  


  
    Brendan felt his ears pop. He rolled to his knees and when he sprang to his feet he saw something as strange as he could imagine.
  


  
    As if a shroud had been pulled aside, a bright sunny sky had appeared above, and he could see dark thundering rain clouds speeding away to the south-east. Trees were swaying from the winds that had buffeted them seconds before, but now the air that struck him was warm and dry.
  


  
    “That was unexpected,” said Sandreena as she put out a hand and helped Donal to his feet.
  


  
    They watched as the storm vanished into the south and Brendan said, “What happened?”
  


  
    “Magic that I barely understand,” said Ruffio. “One thing I have learned from Pug is that magic is as much an art as a science, and while we try to fathom its intricacies, so much of what we are capable of depends on the nature of the magic-user. These creatures have a unique relationship to magic, and maybe we will never truly understand how they achieve what they do.” He looked around at the clearing sky, then at his still-soaked companions. “We can speculate about this later. Now we must go.”
  


  
    “Where to?” asked Donal.
  


  
    “I’ll take them back to the villa,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “I’ll stay and see if they’re carrying anything of note,” said Donal.
  


  
    “Good. If what we’ve surmised is correct, the storm should be blowing straight out in one direction from its origin.” Ruffio closed his eyes and said, “Things are returning to normal.” He held out his hands to Sandreena and Brendan and each took one. Ruffio nodded and suddenly he, Brendan and Sandreena were in Pug’s study.
  


  
    Sounds of laughter and relief came from nearby and Brendan looked out of the window to see sun reflecting off the rainwater which was still pouring from the roof gutters.
  


  
    “From the feel of that heat, it should dry out here in a day or so,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “I’m curious as to what happens next,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “Want to come and see?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    Brendan took off his cloak and said, “Absolutely.”
  


  
    “Me too,” said Sandreena as she doffed her rain gear.
  


  
    Amirantha entered and looked at them with a grin. “I see you were successful.”
  


  
    “Come along,” said Sandreena.
  


  
    “Where are we going?”
  


  
    “To see what happens next,” said Brendan.
  


  
    They all joined hands and suddenly were standing upon a windswept stone battlement, the highest vantage point at the Black Castle. To the south a massive wall of dark, roiling clouds, shot through with flashes of lightning, swung away from them, as if anchored to the right. Everything north of the malevolent dark front was clearing nicely and the air was warm, but the storm now seemed to have retreated as far as it was going to go, and appeared to be hunkered down, as if waiting.
  


  
    Suddenly Sandreena said, “Look, there’s something out there!”
  


  
    In the distance they saw what appeared to be a ship at anchor. It was right at the southern cornerstone of the magically generated storm.
  


  
    “Look at the size of that thing,” said Amirantha.
  


  
    Even from their distant position, they could tell it was huge. “It’s a Quegan trireme,” said Ruffio. “Huge bastard, three banks of oars on either side, ram on the prow with mechanical barbs to seize a ship. Get it in their grasp, board and loot it, then release the barbs, backwater, and let the other ship sink.” He made a grasp-and-release motion with his hands.
  


  
    “The storm has fallen away as most as it’s going to,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “We must have broken the spell entirely,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “What next?” asked Sandreena. “I’m tempted to have you fly out to that ship for a closer inspection, but given that we’re dealing with Pantathian magic, I don’t think that would be wise.”
  


  
    “I appreciate the curiosity,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “What’s that?” asked Brendan, pointing to the south-east.
  


  
    In the distance they could see another ship, making speed with all sails tacking against the fading storm. Ruffio said, “Unless I’m completely mistaken, that’s the ship captained by Jason Reinman, the most fearless captain on the Bitter Sea.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “And the most reckless. He’s making straight for that big ship. But how is he able to run so quickly against the wind like that?”
  


  
    “Bellard,” said Ruffio. “He’s Reinman’s weather-magician and he can get that ship anywhere as fast as it can go. It’s one of the two secrets behind Reinman’s ability to get messages through for the Crown when no one else can.”
  


  
    “What’s the other secret?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “Madness.”
  


  
    “Speaking of madness,” said Amirantha, “I think he’s attacking that huge ship.”
  


  
    Ruffio sighed audibly.
  


  
    

  


  
    Captain Jason Reinman shouted, “All hands! Ready to board!”
  


  
    Noah Williams, first mate on the Royal Messenger for sixteen years, had seen Jason Reinman give orders that others judged mad many times; but in all of those sixteen years, this was the single maddest order he had ever had to relay to the men. Still, he had vowed years before that if Jason Reinman ordered them to sail into the lowest hell, he would relay the order and follow the red-headed madman anywhere.
  


  
    “Boarders to starboard! Archers aloft!” Mr Williams bellowed.
  


  
    Bellard staggered to the rail as if on the verge of vomiting. Reinman shouted, “Downwind, you miserable souse! You know better.”
  


  
    The magician took a deep breath and said, “I’m all right.”
  


  
    “Then change the wind up a bit to port, if you will. I need to bring this beauty around fast and neat alongside that ugly bastard.”
  


  
    The vessel he indicated was racing towards them: a squat black thing that looked as much like a hideous insect as it did a ship. A long down-swept prow ended in a nasty ram, a massive black armoured thing of barbs and spikes. It had three banks of oars, moving in a slow rhythm. The sails were dark, making it even more ominous-looking than usual.
  


  
    “Quegan,” said Williams, “but someone’s done a bit of work on her. Quegans like them all white and shiny.”
  


  
    “Captain!” shouted down the knight-lieutenant of marines who had his bowmen in the yards above. “We see no crew aloft.”
  


  
    “But there’s movement on the decks!” shouted another.
  


  
    Without warning, a flight of creatures launched themselves off the deck of the black ship and came speeding across the gulf between the two craft. They were about the size of monkeys, with red fur and bat wings, with large jaws and a vast number of claws on each hand.
  


  
    Sailors screamed in shock and anger and began fighting back. Archers shot at the creatures, most missing, but when a steel-headed shaft struck the red creatures, they burst into flames. The clamour on the deck of the strange ship rose in volume as more monsters came swarming up out from below decks.
  


  
    Reinman shouted, “Turn us and make all speed!” He looked to the drunken weather-magician. “Bellard, as swift a following wind as you can muster without ripping our masts out.”
  


  
    The magician’s face was devoid of colour. Whatever he had endured in the service to the Crown previously hadn’t prepared him for what he saw prancing and leaping on the deck opposite: nightmare shapes of every description. “Demons,” he said.
  


  
    Reinman looked at the magician and realized he had been frightened sober and would therefore be of no use.
  


  
    Then grappling hooks from the black ship snaked out and bit into the side of the Messenger. They were outmanned, out of position, and had no advantage. Reinman shouted, “Prepare to repel borders!” drew his cutlass and hurried down to the main deck.
  


  
    

  


  
    Looking down from the castle above the headlands, Brendan said, “What is going on?”
  


  
    “Demons!” said Amirantha.
  


  
    Sandreena regarded her former lover. “You’re certain?”
  


  
    “I can feel them. There must be dozens.”
  


  
    Sandreena looked at Ruffio. “Either we let them all die, or we get down there. They’re no match for a crew of demons.”
  


  
    Ruffio closed his eyes for a moment, then said, “Help will be on the way soon.” He reached out and Sandreena, Brendan, and Amirantha joined hands.
  


  
    Instantly they were on the quarterdeck of the Royal Messenger. Chaos was erupting on all sides. Brendan lashed out at the first flying creature that came his way, severing its wing. It flopped to the deck and fluttered around, smoke flowing from the wound, then suddenly erupted into a small green-blue flame and vanished.
  


  
    Amirantha had been frustrated for years that he could no longer control demons, but he still knew how to banish them back to the fifth realm. He lashed out with a spell aimed at three large brutes which were poised to leap from the deck of the massive black ship onto the Messenger and instantly they were gone in a puff of black smoke. He concentrated on banishing the larger and more dangerous of the demons he could see. Within another minute, a half-dozen of the most loathsome of the creatures were gone.
  


  
    Ruffio blasted a group on the lower deck, freeing up beleaguered seamen so that they could better coordinate the defence of their ship.
  


  
    “We’ve got to get over to the other ship!” shouted Sandreena.
  


  
    “Why?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    “Demons don’t sail ships,” she said, crushing the skull of an unfortunate flyer that had sped too close to her. “Something over there is controlling them.”
  


  
    Ruffio craned his neck and saw that the upper wheel-deck of the other ship was empty. He reached out, they joined hands and suddenly they were on the other ship.
  


  
    Brendan knew little of magic, but just placing his feet on the deck of this vessel made his skin crawl. He looked around frantically to see if their presence had been detected yet. The horrors on the deck were swarming over the rails, leaping aboard the Royal Messenger.
  


  
    Amirantha said, “Whatever’s controlling this vessel and crew is below.”
  


  
    They hurried down the short ladder to the main deck and opened a companionway door that led down. Below, they found the first level of the rowers’ deck; down the middle ran a large walkway from stern to bow. As miserable a crew of slaves as one could imagine were pulling the oars. Half a dozen demons raced along the central walkway whipping the slaves, who appeared to be mostly human. Amirantha took aim at one particularly noxious creature carrying a massive, bloody whip and incanted a spell of banishment. Suddenly he was gone.
  


  
    “You go and find the source of this magic,” he said to Sandreena and Ruffio. “I’ll deal with this lot.”
  


  
    “I’ll stay here.” Brendan said, brandishing his blade.
  


  
    Sandreena said, “I wish I’d had time to don my full armour before we left.”
  


  
    Ruffio said, “I wish I’d brought along a dozen other magicians, but we make do.”
  


  
    Heading for the bow, they found a large foredeck, and there a creature of darkness sat on a raised dais, around which three of the mindless Panath-Tiandn sat, casting their weather-energy. The figure in the middle was featureless, a thing of shadows and darker blacks, yet it conveyed shape and dimension, contour and features. Eyes that were blazing red coals looked at the two humans and when it started to rise, they could see it was easily seven feet in height. Ruffio shouted, “It’s a Dreadmaster!”
  


  
    The Dreadmaster extended an arm, hand palm out, and unleashed a massive wave of magic at them, howling, “Die!”
  


  
    Ruffio had begun casting his counter-spell the moment he recognized the creature for what it was, not knowing what the attack would be, but certain it would come. Cascading energies washed around Sandreena, who would have been reduced to ash had he not been there to protect her. The magician threw himself to one side and avoided the energies that splashed off his shield, shouting, “Don’t let it touch you! It can wither you where you stand. But it hates the touch of cold iron!”
  


  
    As soon as the energy dissipated, Sandreena swung her mace with both hands and struck the extended arm. The Dreadmaster cried out in agony as hot white sparks erupted where Sandreena’s mace struck. Where normally she would expect to hear cracking bones and the wet sound of crushed flesh, she heard an ear-shattering clang of metal on metal as shock ran up her arm: it was like hitting an anvil!
  


  
    Ruffio extended his hand and sent out a glob of shimmering white light through which black flashes streaked. It struck the Dreadmaster while it was distracted by Sandreena and the creature was engulfed by a cocoon of energy. It fell to the deck, rolling in a paroxysm of pain, its body contorting wildly. Sandreena didn’t hesitate and slammed her mace down on the creature’s head.
  


  
    The Dreadmaster recoiled from the blow, moving backward like a captured insect rolling in a spider’s cocoon, then it flexed and the imprisoning energies exploded around it. Odd howling sounds erupted from the creature as it rose again to confront its attackers. Sandreena knew it was an illusion of light and shadows in the darkened rowers’ deck, but the creature looked as if it was even bigger than it had been moments before.
  


  
    Ruffio then shot out a bolt of red liquid. The evil fluid burned whatever it touched, causing smoke to rise up from where it splashed the decks and huge blisters to erupt on the body of the Dreadmaster, who contorted in agony, smoke issuing from the lesions. It fell over backwards, crushing one of the three Shangri beneath its huge form.
  


  
    As it was trying to rise, Sandreena knelt and expertly struck at the back of its knee, and again white-hot sparks exploded and the creature fell once more. Ruffio struck with another spell, and by then Brendan and Amirantha had arrived. Brendan wasted no time and stabbed at the creature, almost getting his arm yanked off for his troubles. The Dreadmaster shrieked in pain, then bellowed a challenge, and its voice rang out, an echo of something unnatural from a place beyond sanity: “You dare? You pathetic creatures, know pain!”
  


  
    With a wave of his hand, the Dreadmaster caused the air to bend, sending a wave of force that picked up the four humans and flung them back as if they were nothing more than flies. Sandreena, Ruffio, and Amirantha were knocked straight back, but Brendan was sent careening towards the edge of the catwalk above the rowing deck. He flailed out with his left hand, grabbed the edge of the rail and felt his shoulder yanked as if someone was trying to pull his arm out of its socket.
  


  
    Sandreena shouted, “Brendan, look out!”
  


  
    He looked up and saw the malevolent creature rearing above him. The Dreadmaster reached toward Brendan, who was left with no other choice but to let go. He fell back, landing on two rowers in the upper tier of oars.
  


  
    Emaciated, filthy arms sought to grab Brendan to hold him down or to help him up— he had no idea. He struggled to his feet, pushing past the shouting and pleading men. “Set us free!” and “Help us!” they cried, and entreaties in languages Brendan didn’t understand.
  


  
    He navigated past more men chained to benches and glanced up. Having eluded the Dreadmaster, Brendan saw that the monster had returned its attention to Ruffio, Sandreena, and Amirantha. The sergeant-adamant fought as best she could with mace and shield, and Brendan now also wished she had been able to fully don her armour. There was nothing remotely vulnerable about Sandreena, but as stalwart and determined as she was, he’d have felt more reassured of her chances of survival if she wasn’t attired in only a tunic and trousers.
  


  
    He surveyed his surroundings. The rowers’ deck was a good twenty feet below the walkway above. There were three banks of oars on each side of the ship, with three rowers on every oar, the benches being staggered one above the next so each man had room to row without having to duck his head. The rowers were settled on simple wooden benches, secured by heavy braces along each side from bow to stern, and above and below by supports, with a massive chain down the middle. For a brief instant Brendan wondered what would happen to the hull if all this was set afire, then he realized that would prove a death sentence to the hundred and twenty or so slaves chained there.
  


  
    He turned to the stern and saw the ladder that led up to the supervising catwalk. He took a step and his toe struck something that clanged. He glanced down and saw a ring of keys. Picking them up, he looked at the chain that ran through the length of the ship. Another chain at every bench was secured in place, bolted to the hull on one side, anchored in place by a large iron ring through which the first chain passed. By removing the long chain, rowers could be changed when one died or could not row.
  


  
    Brendan hurried toward the ladder and saw a heavy wooden door on the left side, with a barred window. He peered through and saw about another dozen slaves huddled miserably on the floor, wincing in terror at every crash and bellow from above. Brendan saw the door lock and quickly tried several keys until he could open it.
  


  
    He tossed the keys at the first startled slave and hoped he understood the King’s Tongue. “Free yourself, then unchain the others.”
  


  
    He didn’t wait for a reply but climbed the ladder to the catwalk.
  


  
    Brendan turned from the ladder just in time to be blinded by a flash of light so intense it left his eyes watering and his vision floating with afterimages. A raging scream from the Dreadmaster shook the hold of the ship.
  


  
    Blinking furiously, Brendan crouched with his sword at the ready and waited until he could make sense of the scene.
  


  
    The Dreadmaster was entangled in some sort of mystic web, thousands of silver-and-white shreds of energy that were contracting around him. Bits of the mystic stuff would tear, sending tatters of it away from him, blinking out of existence moments later. Brendan kept blinking and saw that the more the Dreadmaster struggled, the tighter the web became, and more and more strands were binding him.
  


  
    He moved forward and took up a position on Sandreena’s left. “Wondered where you’d got to,” she said, panting.
  


  
    “Landed on some poor sod below,” said Brendan. “Thought while I was down there I’d free the slaves.”
  


  
    “Nicely done,” said Sandreena, “but if they’re breaking free, who’s rowing the ship?”
  


  
    “We can worry about that when we get up on deck,” said Amirantha from behind.
  


  
    Ruffio was completely focused on the spell he had finally contrived to neutralize the Dreadmaster. The creature from the void bellowed enraged threats and promises of destruction, but ever more it struggled in confinement, and finally it teetered then crashed to the deck.
  


  
    Brendan heard shouts and looked to the rear to see the first of the freed slaves clambering up the ladder. With his sword-point, Brendan indicated the companionway to the upper deck. “Hurry!” he shouted. The first slave nodded and took the lead, the others following. Brendan returned his attention to the conflict before him.
  


  
    The Dreadmaster lay thrashing and roaring as Amirantha tried a variety of spells, a few of which seemed to injure the creature, while Ruffio held him confined. The magician appeared exhausted by his efforts to keep the Dreadmaster immobile as Sandreena and Brendan dodged in and out, striking and cutting.
  


  
    “It’s like hewing wood!” shouted Brendan after his first blow sent a shock up his arm. “This thing will not die.”
  


  
    Sandreena crashed her mace down on the Dreadmaster for perhaps the tenth time. “It’s like hitting rock!”
  


  
    The Dreadmaster tried to rise again, and Brendan swung low to hamstring it. For his troubles he got swatted away like an insect and rolled hard into the bulkhead. His entire body arched in agony from the thing’s brief touch: it felt as if something had attempted to reach inside and tear out his heart. He struggled to regain control of his body, but the best he could manage was to roll over and vomit all over the deck.
  


  
    Sandreena stayed focused on weakening and not being struck. The creature appeared to be faltering, but so was she. Her arms felt leaden and her back hurt, for while she had fought for longer periods in battle before, she had never struck anything that caused shock to course up her arms and shoulders like this creature did. Even the wooden pells used for arms practice were more yielding than this monster. But with dogged will she continued to strike at it. The weakened Dreadmaster was now turning its attention from fighting to escape. It thrashed around, causing everyone to move away.
  


  
    Brendan managed to sit up with his shoulders against the bulkhead as his head began to clear. He felt sick and weak, as if he had just awoken from a fever.
  


  
    Abruptly, the Dreadmaster gave up thrashing, flipped around and rolled right at Sandreena and Amirantha. The warlock beat a hasty retreat back down the centre section of the catwalk, while Sandreena managed a huge leap into the air, allowing the monster to roll beneath her. She hit the deck, turned and saw an opening.
  


  
    Running up behind the Dreadmaster while it rolled to the edge of the open decking, she launched a massive underhand blow that struck it on the back of the head. The extra force caused the brute to roll farther than anticipated and suddenly it was falling onto the rowing benches below.
  


  
    The Dreadmaster crashed onto the remaining slaves attempting to flee. Men screamed in agony as the very touch of the thing of the void sucked life from their bodies.
  


  
    Brendan forced himself to his feet and half-staggered over to where three Shangri lay sprawled, their lives taken by the flailing Dreadmaster they had served.
  


  
    Sandreena looked at Ruffio. He nodded once and she quickly crushed the skulls of all three to make sure they were in fact dead.
  


  
    Abruptly a violent thrumming began to shake the ship. “What is that?” asked Sandreena.
  


  
    “I have no idea,” said Ruffio, “but I think we need to be off this ship.”
  


  
    They hurried back to where Amirantha stood, looking down at the havoc caused by the thrashing Dreadmaster. Brendan shouted, “What do we do?”
  


  
    Without warning, there was a monstrous cracking sound, as if someone had smashed open a gigantic walnut with a massive hammer, and water started rushing up from the bilges below the slaves.
  


  
    “That damn thing put its foot through the hull!” shouted Sandreena.
  


  
    Brendan’s eyes widened as he saw the Dreadmaster thrash around, still grievously injured, but powerful enough that it was indeed tearing a hole in the ship. The few remaining slaves looked up and reached out to him in panic, as if he could somehow lean down and grip their hands and haul them to safety, while others frantically tried to leap over or dodge around the thrashing Dreadmaster, only to die at its touch.
  


  
    Ruffio shouted, “We leave now!” He reached out to gather Sandreena, Amirantha, and Brendan close, then suddenly they were again on the tower in the castle.
  


  
    Brendan said, “Those men…”
  


  
    “It couldn’t be helped,” said Ruffio, then his eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed. Amirantha grabbed him, sparing him a hard fall, and lowered him to the stones of the tower.
  


  
    They watched as the massive ship started to roll slowly.
  


  
    

  


  
    Jason Reinman slashed at another growling horror with a bull’s head, cutting it with his cutlass. It howled in pain and retreated a step. Then he heard the loud cracking sound.
  


  
    The bull-headed monster was distracted for a moment, looking to see where the sound came from, and Reinman hacked halfway through its neck.
  


  
    The captain of the Royal Messenger looked around at a deck awash in blood and took a moment to appraise the situation. His men were holding their own against the monsters. The magic-users had been effective in eliminating most of the seriously dangerous creatures, and now his crew was dealing with those left behind. They were powerfully strong, but apparently not overly intelligent, and his crew was among the most highly trained and disciplined in the Royal Navy. The archers in the rigging were picking off any demon that presented itself on the edge of the crowd, and his own men had established a line behind which the wounded could crawl for respite.
  


  
    He saw that the massive ship, which looked like a Quegan trireme magically enlarged and refitted, was ever so slowly capsizing. “Mr Williams!” he shouted.
  


  
    “Mr Williams is dead, Captain!” shouted a voice from the press on the main deck.
  


  
    Ignoring the sinking feeling in his stomach— Williams had been his first mate for sixteen years and he’d find time to mourn him later, if he survived this battle— he shouted, “Mr Baintree!”
  


  
    “Aye, Captain!” came the shout from his second mate, a short, dark, bull-necked man who was as tough in a brawl as any man Reinman knew.
  


  
    “We need to cut loose!”
  


  
    “Cut loose!” shouted Mr Baintree.
  


  
    A few sailors dodged past the demons to slash at the grappling ropes, but they were quickly overcome by the creatures still attempting to swarm the Messenger.
  


  
    Reinman had been a captain for twenty years, and had served as a royal seaman for ten years before that, earning promotion rapidly. In his forty-five years he had never been known to hesitate once he understood the situation.
  


  
    The Quegan galley was going down. Reinman knew ships, so he knew this trireme was open-benched from the bilges to the deck, with scant cargo room fore and aft, so after she was holed she’d take on water and sink quickly. Their grappling ropes were taut and could only be removed by cutting, but they were for the most part on the other side of a mass of dangerous demons.
  


  
    “Abandon ship!” he shouted. “Port side bail-out!”
  


  
    At once those tending the wounded began to help them get to the port side of the ship. Reinman knew that he only had minutes to get men in the water swimming away from the ship. If any tried to escape in any other direction than the port side, which was now starting to rise as the larger ship started on its way to the bottom of the Bitter Sea, they stood a very good chance of getting caught in sails and rigging, or sucked down by the vacuum created as the two ships sank.
  


  
    His only hope for his men was that the Messenger would act as a massive buoy for at least a few minutes, slowing the huge trireme’s descent until his men could swim clear. This fight was lost: it was the only way to keep further casualties to a minimum.
  


  
    The wounded were carried to the rail, save those too gravely injured to move. The ship’s chirurgeon glanced at Reinman with an unspoken question in his eyes. Reinman nodded once and the chirurgeon held his gaze a moment, communicating a bitter sadness. He then spoke to his assistant, who moved quickly away. Reinman had always found the term “final mercy” offensive, but he understood that a quick, clean death was preferable to being torn apart by demons or hopelessly drowning. Even so, giving the order that six of his own men be killed left a bitter taste in his mouth.
  


  
    His men were retreating in good order, and his archers on high were giving a good account of themselves and keeping the demons from pressing too quickly.
  


  
    Suddenly the massive trireme gave a shudder and rolled, and the Messenger was jerked around like a rat caught by a terrier, and every creature on deck— human or demon— was thrown to the planks. Those demons still on their own ship began to scream and roar, running in chaos as they saw water coming up over the bow.
  


  
    Reinman shouted, “Everyone over the side, now!”
  


  
    His men didn’t hesitate, but stood, crawled, or leaped to the port side. The archers cast away their bows and crossbows, and jumped from the yards off the port side, diving into the sea. As the ship began heeling over, the barefoot sailors found some purchase on the deck, but many of the demons had hooves or claws which gave them little traction on the blood-and-water-soaked planking, and they started slipping away from their foes.
  


  
    Screams of rage slowly turned to cries of fear as the demons realized they were sliding to their own watery deaths.
  


  
    Reinman took one last look around and realized he was alone on the quarterdeck. Climbing up onto the rail, which was now almost nearly over his head as the deck was tipping, he pulled himself over just as the ship started to roll. Sheets and stays were snapping, and wood was creaking and cracking: the Royal Messenger seemed to be fighting for her every breath as the monstrous black thing that had once been a Quegan trireme sank under the waves, pulling the fastest ship in the Royal Navy under with her.
  


  
    Reinman hit the water in a sailor’s dive, bending his knees as he entered the water, so he wouldn’t run the risk of a broken back. He broke the surface and without seeing who was near shouted, “Away from the ships!”
  


  
    His crew needed no warning about being pulled under by the suction of the sinking ships and swam away as fast as they were able.
  


  
    The two ships plunged below the surface, an uprush of air bubbles and debris fountaining into the air, then they were gone. Reinman paused for a moment to say a silent goodbye to a good ship.
  


  
    His erstwhile second mate swam over and said, “Orders, Captain.”
  


  
    “Find something that floats and start making for that island.”
  


  
    The tide had carried them northward during the battle and now Sorcerer’s Isle lay less than three miles away; barring problems, most of the fit men would make it, and the wounded, perhaps, with help. “Keep an eye out for sharks,” said Reinman, as he started swimming toward some debris to look for makeshift flotation devices. Traditionally, many sailors refused to learn to swim, preferring a quick death by drowning than the possibility of a lingering death swimming, but Reinman had insisted that every man in his crew was a strong swimmer: he wanted no man on his ship who would choose any death under any circumstances over the chance of survival.
  


  
    “Pity about the ship,” said Mr Baintree.
  


  
    “They’ll build me another. And she’ll be better,” he added, trying to sound light-hearted. “Did those magicians and their companions get off safely?”
  


  
    “Lost track of them during the fighting,” said the new first mate.
  


  
    “Well, let’s get these lads to dry land.”
  


  
    “What’s that?” asked Mr Baintree.
  


  
    A scattering of figures could be seen flying towards them, men and women in robes. “I have no idea,” said Reinman with some fear, knowing full well that his men were helpless in the water and resistance to any attack was futile.
  


  
    But rather than attack, the flyers split up and swooped down. A young girl with brown hair stopped to hover over the captain. She shouted down, “If you gather with others, we can get you to shore quickly!”
  


  
    Reinman glanced at the wide-eyed first mate and then shouted back up. “We’ll swim to that wreckage!”
  


  
    She nodded and Mr Baintree said, “Sink me! Now I’ve seen it all.”
  


  
    Silently agreeing, Captain Jason Reinman, finest captain in the Royal Navy, started swimming toward a floating spar where half a dozen men already had gathered.
  


  
    

  


  
    Donal said, “We’ll get them to shore and look for other survivors for a while. No one will be left behind.” The young magician had taken charge of rescuing the crew of the Royal Messenger and the slaves escaping from the sunken trireme while Ruffio recovered from exhaustion.
  


  
    Brendan nodded. From the castle the sight of the two ships going under had been daunting. He couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be on the decks as the vessels went down. He, Sandreena, and Amirantha stood beside Ruffio, who was now conscious, but weakened and slightly disoriented. He sat in a chair in Pug’s study, sipping at a tea another student had concocted which seemed to be revitalizing him quickly. He blinked a few times and took a deep breath, his eyes clearing. He smiled at the three and said, “Everyone all right?”
  


  
    Amirantha smiled. “Barely, but yes.”
  


  
    “What was all of that?” Brendan asked Ruffio.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “In all of our dealings with the Pantathians, their plots and schemes over the centuries, much of what we’ve seen looks to be madness, yet their actions always have purpose. We’ve had rumours of the Dread; Pug has mentioned them in the past, but one hasn’t been seen on this world in over a century.” Ruffio seemed at a loss what to think. Finally he said, “Whatever the cause, if in league with the Dread or in thrall to them, the Pantathians wanted this island locked down by storms.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “They didn’t want you going anywhere.”
  


  
    “E’bar,” said Brendan. “They didn’t want you sending help to E’bar.”
  


  
    “Which is what I will do the moment we sort out this mess here.”
  


  
    Sandreena said, “Had you sent magicians alone, they wouldn’t have survived, just as Reinman’s crew alone would have fallen before the demons.”
  


  
    “We got lucky,” said Amirantha. “Still, it was a close thing.”
  


  
    Ruffio nodded and took a deep breath. “Thank you,” he said to the other three. “If so many things hadn’t come together in the proper fashion, we’d be still trying to wait out the storm, or we’d be lying dead in the bottom of that trireme.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then said, “I just sent a message to one of the students to fetch Calis and Arkan. If we are going to discuss E’bar, it concerns them as much as anyone else on this island.” He turned his attention to Brendan and said, “You’ve done all you came to do. I can arrange to have you in Krondor in minutes, if you wish to find your brothers.”
  


  
    Brendan shook off his overwhelming desire to just fall to the floor and sleep. He suspected the damage done by the Dread might linger, but as long as he could keep his wits, he would not give in. He considered only for a moment. “That would be welcome. I need to be with my brothers, and that means getting to Prince Edward’s camp on the Fields of Albalyn. From Krondor I can get there by horse in less than three weeks. If you can get me closer than Krondor, that would be better.”
  


  
    “We’ll leave before supper,” said Ruffio. “I’m the only one who can actually get us both into the palace and once there, a horse will be no problem.”
  


  
    Brendan thanked him, then said to Amirantha and Sandreena, “It was an honour.”
  


  
    They acknowledged his praise and watched as he left the study. Glancing at Ruffio, Amirantha said, “He’s a very special young man.”
  


  
    “His entire family are special,” said Ruffio. “The Conclave has watched that branch of the conDoin family for years now. If we survive the coming battle, we’ll need them to rebuild the Kingdom.”
  


  



  • Chapter Fifteen •


  


  Silden


  
    

  


  
    Jim Dasher dived for cover.
  


  
    He had expected the explosion of rock and gravel, and the cloud of mortar dust as a massive boulder crashed into the wall behind which he was standing, just not at that exact moment. He had been on the wall next to the Knight-Marshal of Silden, Geoffrey du Gale, acting commander of the city in the absence of the Duke of Silden, who was currently with Prince Edward.
  


  
    Jim had come to Silden by swift horse from Bas-Tyra, after conferring with the duke on behalf of Prince Edward and Duke James. Jim’s grandfather was recovering, and what little energy he possessed was being directed at keeping Earl Montgomery of Rillanon from doing something stupid, and keeping Prince Oliver of Maladon and Simrick squatting on the fields north of the king’s palace in Rillanon until it was to Edward’s advantage for Oliver to come to the Fields of Albalyn.
  


  
    So once again Jim Dasher was scurrying around the Kingdom, doing his grandfather’s bidding, which lately seemed to require him to travel quickly to very dangerous places he did not have magic access to. He could leave Silden at will, but his duty required him to see this city defended long enough to frustrate Oliver’s plans.
  


  
    Jim picked himself up off the stones of the palisade and peered between two merlons on the wall. “That was to get our attention,” he said.
  


  
    Geoffrey looked up from his hands and knees and said, “He has it.”
  


  
    The young soldier had been adjutant to the old knight-marshal of the city and had been promoted on the old man’s death. Jim liked him. He was smart and confident, but not arrogant or certain he was always right, and he listened. He also followed orders without asking unnecessary questions, but asked the necessary ones.
  


  
    What impressed Jim most was that he was the duke’s nephew: Jim had expected him to be the product of the usual blind nepotism, rather than ability, and was pleasantly surprised to discover the young man deserved his office. His family owned working properties where Geoffrey had been put to work as a boy: he had grown up to be a nobleman unafraid to get his hands dirty. “What now?” he asked Jim.
  


  
    Jim grinned. “You know as well as I do.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Geoffrey, standing up. “But if you say it and we’re wrong, I’m not the one who looks stupid.”
  


  
    Jim shook his head and smiled. They both looked to the distant hill where the crew manning the trebuchet was reloading the bucket and cranking it down. “I hope that was a lucky shot,” said Jim. “Because if they can actually hit what they’re aiming at, we have a far more serious problem than we thought.”
  


  
    “We have one task,” said Geoffrey, “and we shall achieve it.”
  


  
    “Here comes the messenger.”
  


  
    A herald in the livery of Salador was accompanied by two guards, one carrying a white banner. Reaching the walls, the herald cried out, “I bring terms!”
  


  
    Geoffrey looked at Jim, who nodded, and stepped forward to present himself to the view of the herald, while Jim hung back out of sight. “Terms?” he shouted down. “The only terms that are acceptable are for your master to cease this unlawful assault on my sovereign lord’s city, and get himself hence to his own lands without further ado. Moreover, your master should stop committing further base felonies against the lands, chattel, and people of Silden, for which he must answer to His Highness, Prince Edward of Krondor.”
  


  
    “That should do it,” said Jim.
  


  
    “My lord Arthur, Duke of Salador, does act as bade by our lawful master, King Oliver. Open the gates and no one shall be harmed, nor shall booty be taken, nor property seized or ravished. All lawful commerce may recommence, and as long as the peace is kept, no retribution shall be taken.”
  


  
    “Retribution for what?” muttered Jim. “Not opening the gates before they got here?”
  


  
    “Resist,” continued the herald, “and no man, woman, or child shall be spared the sword. Every building shall be sacked, and all goods confiscated.”
  


  
    “Nasty,” said Jim. “Sounds like a Keshian Dog Soldier general.”
  


  
    “I know that’s for the benefit of those soldiers on the wall who can hear him. He sacks Silden and Oliver will hang him.” Geoffrey hiked his thumb over his shoulder to the men on the palisades and added, “But they don’t know that.”
  


  
    “Time to give him an answer,” suggested Jim.
  


  
    Shouting, Geoffrey replied, “We shall not yield!” He turned to a raised platform on top of the barbican over the main gate of the city and shouted, “Loose!”
  


  
    A huge trebuchet hidden from view behind and to the right of the gate unleashed a massive rock which sped overhead and crashed into a line of Salador soldiers within ten yards of the duke’s pavilion.
  


  
    “Nice,” said Jim. “That will buy you an hour as Arthur moves his personal residence farther behind the lines.” He glanced at the sky. It was perhaps half an hour after sunrise. “Expect the full attack before noon.”
  


  
    “I agree,” said Geoffrey. “How long before we will be relieved?”
  


  
    “I wish I could guarantee a time,” answered Jim, “but there are other parts to this that need to be in place and I have no control over the time. But if everything goes according to plan, expect a ship flying a huge green banner sailing into sight within two weeks. Can you hold?”
  


  
    Geoffrey smiled. “If they’re not very good, we can hold for two weeks, maybe longer.”
  


  
    “Salador hasn’t endured a war on its doorstep in two generations. Arthur has never fought in a battle, let alone supervised one. And the gods watch over fools.” He put his hand on Geoffrey’s shoulder. “Two weeks, and with the gods’ blessing, not one hour more,” said Jim. Then he hurried from the ramparts. As far as Geoffrey knew, Jim Dasher was the Crown’s agent, on his way to mount a fast horse to Bas-Tyra. But Jim planned on travelling much faster than that.
  


  
    Once he was out of sight, Jim took out the Tsurani travel orb Ruffio had given him and toggled it. He was instantly inside his own quarters in the palace at Rillanon, and moved to the door.
  


  
    Sentries had been posted outside, and they came to attention. “I need you no longer,” he said. “Dismissed.” They saluted and moved smartly down the hallway. He had stationed pairs of guards on four-hour rotations, instructed to let no one disturb him except for his grandfather— who wouldn’t— two days before. He hadn’t been in the room, but none of the guards who had stood post knew that.
  


  
    Jim hurried to his grandfather’s quarters to let him know that the siege of Silden had commenced. He had a plan, one that if successful could keep the Kingdom of the Isles from tearing itself apart. Jim was no idealist, and by no means viewed his nation as any sort of paragon of human governance, but he knew it was the best this world had ever seen. And he would die before he would see the Kingdom of the Isles reduced to a nest of petty monarchies like those in the Eastern Kingdoms.
  


  
    There were two great powers for progress on Midkemia, in Jim’s mind: Roldem, which had raised the arts to the level of honours previously reserved for rich nobility. The other was the Isles, where the rights of the common man were held as unquestioned.
  


  
    Yes, those rights were often abused or ignored, but in no other nation did a commoner have the legal right to petition the king. It was a fragile concept, this Great Freedom, as it was called, this idea that no matter what their station in life, each person had a basic right to personal freedom, but it was unique to the Kingdom of the Isles, and it was something for which Jim Dasher Jamison would risk his life on a near-daily basis.
  


  
    Jim reached his grandfather’s quarters and looked enquiringly at the guard on the door. “He’s awake, sir,” said the guard.
  


  
    Jim knocked once, and when he heard his grandfather’s voice, entered. The old duke looked his age and more. He was pale and thinner than Jim ever remembered seeing him. Like every grown man and woman with elderly parents and grandparents, Jim knew he would eventually see them die— and Jim was no stranger to death, often as a result of his own direct action— but the reality of seeing the most powerful and unswerving man he’d ever known reduced to a pale echo of himself had struck Jim hard.
  


  
    “What news?” said his grandfather without preamble.
  


  
    “Salador is assaulting Silden, even as we speak, or will be as soon as Arthur moves his pavilion a little further out of range of the trebuchet Geoffrey sneaked in behind the gates of the city.”
  


  
    “Geoffrey?”
  


  
    “Du Gale, Duke Reginald of Silden’s nephew.”
  


  
    “Ah, that Geoffrey. For a moment I was concerned it was Geoffrey, Baron Montcorbier— that man’s an idiot. I know du Gale. Smart lad. Has a future.” He pushed himself away from his desk with a sigh. “Assuming any of us has a future.”
  


  
    Jim moved to assist his grandfather, who waved him away. “I need to get some proper clothes on, boy. Can’t fight a war in my nightshirt.”
  


  
    Jim smiled and called for servants. They quickly attended to the old duke and when he was dressed, he beckoned his grandson to his side. “I’ve sent word to what’s left of this family of ours.”
  


  
    There were several members of the Jamison family scattered around the Kingdom, although only Jim had taken service with his grandfather. Jim’s father had chosen early in his life to go into business with traders to the Eastern Kingdoms, and Jim’s cousin Richard had taken service in Krondor as a soldier, working his way up to being Prince Edward’s Knight-Marshal, but there were more distant members of the clan, as his grandfather liked to call them.
  


  
    “Richard will give his life for Edward, of that I have no doubt. But some of those others…” He sighed. “I made it clear they were to sit on their hands and do nothing to aid Oliver or his allies, else they’ll answer to me.”
  


  
    “I’m sure they’ll behave,” said Jim.
  


  
    “They’d better. If Oliver wins, anyone named Jamison will be fortunate to be left penniless and alive on the side of the road, because most of us will certainly hang.”
  


  
    “That should keep them in line.”
  


  
    “One can hope.” The duke sat down at the desk he had been using for more than thirty years. “Let’s talk about something unpleasant.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Jim, with a smile that said, as if the previous conversation was pleasant.
  


  
    “I’m going to die, boy.”
  


  
    Jim stayed silent.
  


  
    “Maybe not today, or even tomorrow, and even if Oliver doesn’t put my head on a pike outside this city’s gate, sooner or later I’m going to be called to Lims-Kragma’s halls. Here’s the thing of it, Jim.” He held up his hand as if swearing an oath. “As the gods are my witness, when I was young, when your Great-uncle Dash and I were doing all manner of stupid things for our grandfather, I thought I’d live for ever. Even when I was your age, I thought I had a century ahead of me. Now I realize that no matter how long you have, you will always leave things undone, tasks that will fall to others to complete, or that will go unfinished.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. He had come to that realization early in life, perhaps because of his grandfather’s delight in telling stories about his youth with his twin brother Dash.
  


  
    “It comes to this, Jim. You and Richard are the last two Jamisons to matter to the Crown. You’ve had the more difficult road, for too many reasons to recount. But do not believe for a moment your work has gone unnoticed or unappreciated. When this war is done, if we survive, and I am still alive, I will be stepping down. I need to move Montgomery aside and name another to my office. Edward will do as I ask, so if I ask him to name you Duke of Rillanon, he will.”
  


  
    “Name Bas-Tyra,” said Jim evenly. “He’s shown his loyalty when he saw through Chadwick and Oliver’s lies, and has four capable sons who can fill in where needed: we’re going to need some new dukes if we win. I am not by nature a man to do what you do, grandfather. I could not sit all day and read reports, endure state functions endlessly, or listen to the prattling of fools on trivial topics because it’s required of me. I cannot do it.”
  


  
    “Bas-Tyra is a man for whom I have no small regard,” said Lord James. “One of his ancestors was Duke of Rillanon, as well, so it’s precedented.”
  


  
    Jim grinned. “You just hate seeing the title leave the family after all these years.”
  


  
    Lord James returned his grandson’s smile. “Indeed. Jamison is a name that has earned its place in the annals of the Kingdom.” He sighed. “Though your contributions are far less likely to be found in any volume in the royal library. You’ve had the most thankless of tasks, Jim.” His voice lowered. “Jimmyhand.” He looked out of the window at the noon sun. “Meal-time soon; stay and eat with me.” He returned his gaze to his grandson. “No one has given more, Jim. Don’t think I don’t recognize it. Other men would have succumbed years earlier to the need to remove themselves from your bloody work. Others would have got themselves killed or simply walked away.”
  


  
    “That has occurred to me from time to time,” said Jim.
  


  
    “No doubt. No wife, no children, nothing to live on after you.”
  


  
    “The Kingdom will live on after me,” Jim answered quietly.
  


  
    “My grandfather, already the legendary Jimmy the Hand by the time I was born, was the first Lord Jamison, first Duke of Krondor, then Duke of Rillanon, and perhaps the wiliest bastard in the history of the Kingdom. He was in love with the Kingdom, Jim. He was in love with Prince Arutha, the father he never had, with Princess Anita, the woman he idolized, with his wife, my grandmother, Gamina, conceivably the only person who ever truly knew his heart and loved him anyway, and he loved her beyond words for that.”
  


  
    Jim had heard endless stories of his great-great-grandfather before, but he knew his grandfather was trying to make a point.
  


  
    “But of all the things he loved— his friends, his family— he ended up loving the Kingdom more. He died for it, and let his wife die with him for it, and do you know why?”
  


  
    “No, sir, I do not,” answered Jim honestly.
  


  
    “Because the Kingdom is an idea, an ideal. The first king had this notion that he was there to protect his people, and given how serious about duty the conDoins have been since then, it’s become a family tradition, to uphold the greater good of every subject within the Kingdom’s borders.
  


  
    “Now, don’t misunderstand me, Roldem is a lovely place. If I could just hand all of the Isles over to King Carole and let him take on the bother of ruling here, no one would likely notice much difference. And it would probably be the same under that boy of his…”
  


  
    “Constantine,” supplied Jim.
  


  
    “Yes, that’s the boy. He’s got three, and I always seem to mix them up. But there’s no Congress of Lords in Roldem, so if Constantine has a monster for a boy, there’s no one to keep him from getting the throne. Roldem’s lords are too much concerned with their own well-being ever to think of what is good for the nation, which is why their politics can be even more bloody than ours. We need close ties with Roldem. We are descended from common ancestry after all, though the Roldemish deny it, of course, but we were sleeping with their daughters and they with ours when we were paddling around these islands in sewn-hide canoes, and everyone knows it. But Kesh? The Eastern Kingdoms?” He sighed. “No, if we let the Kingdom fall into Oliver’s hands we will one day end up like those, or even worse, the city states down in Novindus. So, what choice have we?”
  


  
    Jim smiled. Of all the people on this world he perhaps loved his grandfather most of all. “None, of course.”
  


  
    “Exactly!” said the duke.
  


  
    “So what next?”
  


  
    “We see if this mad plan of yours works.”
  


  
    “I don’t see any alternative.” He moved to sit next to his grandfather. “We’re getting some odd reports from the West.”
  


  
    “What now?”
  


  
    “Something to do with the elves up in the mountains east of Crydee.”
  


  
    Duke James waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Let the elves east of Crydee worry about it, then. You’ve studied as much history as I have, and we both know the only reason we have a duchy there is that it was a king’s little brother who conquered that part of ancient Bosania, and that king in particular loved to tweak Great Kesh’s nose. Not that I approved of their latest attempt to take it back without asking first, but the West has always been something of a drain on the Kingdom.”
  


  
    Jim nodded, though he knew that wasn’t true. A common complaint in the politics of the Kingdom since the conquest of the Far Coast, it was never true. Crydee, the Sunset Islands, and Yabon were all self-sufficient, not costing the Kingdom a copper coin to administer, and moreover they paid a modest, but not trivial, tax every year. The meme was continued by Eastern Realm nobles as a means to keep Western Realm influence in court to a minimum.
  


  
    “Where are you heading now?”
  


  
    “To Bas-Tyra. Duke Charles needs to be informed of our progress, and then I need to get back to Edward.”
  


  
    “All with that magic thing?”
  


  
    “I only wish,” said Jim. “I can get here, Krondor, and Roldem in a moment, but if I’m to reach Prince Edward, it will be by fast horse unless there’s an unoccupied magician handy who has the talent to move me with thought. I will be out of the harbour at sunset by fast sloop, up the coast and across to Bas-Tyra. With luck I’ll see their harbour in a week’s time. After speaking with Charles, it’s back to Roldem, then I’ll drop in here to check up on you.”
  


  
    “Don’t worry about me, my boy,” said Lord James, patting a stack of papers. “I’ve got Montgomery in check, and if I don’t drop dead before you get back, all will be well.”
  


  
    “It’s on the way,” said Jim.
  


  
    With a dismissive wave of his hand, Lord James said, “I’ll be fine. Go find yourself a magician. That fellow you huddle with at times, Ruffio? He was around yesterday for a bit.”
  


  
    “Ruffio?” wondered Jim. “What was he doing here?”
  


  
    “Had something important to speak to you about, but seemed pressed for time. So he flew off, as he does.” Lord James narrowed his gaze. “I believe he left someone in his quarters with a message for you. Donato by name?”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “I know the fellow. He’ll do admirably. I’ll go find him, then if King Carole can see me and give me what I need—”
  


  
    “What is that?”
  


  
    “There’s a fast Roldemish messenger cutter in the harbour. If Carole will lend me its use, I can be back here for dinner with you, then be off with the morning tide on Carole’s ship, and overtake Oliver’s fleet before he turns to land north of Salador. I can reach Edward before Oliver even knows he doesn’t hold either Silden or Salador.” He kissed his grandfather on the cheek, a rare gesture of affection. “I haven’t called you Grandpa in a very long while… but I love you, Grandpa.”
  


  
    The old man gripped his grandson with surprising strength. “I love you too, Jimmyhand.” He patted his Jim’s shoulder. “Now go, and if no one else ever knows, remember your grandfather understands what you’ve given to that ideal, the Kingdom.”
  


  
    Finding himself feeling revitalized in no small way by his grandfather’s words, Jim left his quarters and found his way down a series of backstairs and neglected hallways to a little-used exit where a horse waited for him. He nodded to the groom, one of his agents in the palace, and without word took the reins and mounted. He would head straight for the docks and by sunset he would be clear of the southern point of the harbour, and with a following wind, would be sailing to Bas-Tyra.
  


  
    This was such a mad plan, he thought, and dependent on so many impossibilities. Still, he realized as he cantered down a backstreet from the palace towards the docks, nothing mattered if Geoffrey du Gale couldn’t hold Silden for a week or two.
  


  
    

  


  
    “Oil!” shouted Geoffrey du Gale as the first wave hit the base of the walls. While soldiers were pushing over scaling ladders with long poles, the defenders rushed forward with large pots of sticky oil, two men carrying each pot, and poured them over the wall onto the gathering men below.
  


  
    “Torches!” he shouted and the men below started screaming as the oil was fired by torches cast down from above.
  


  
    Captain Armand Boucicault ran to his commander and said, “They’re withdrawing.”
  


  
    Looking at the dying men in flames below and those racing away from the wall, pelted with arrows, Geoffrey said, “Duke Arthur feeds his militia and foreign mercenaries to the wall without thought of the cost.”
  


  
    “What cost, my lord?” asked the captain. “Each death is one less man to pay.”
  


  
    “But we lose men, and we spend on arrows and oil.”
  


  
    “Shall I send men out to retrieve arrows?”
  


  
    “After dark,” said Geoffrey. “A squad of no more than a dozen men, dressed in black, quietly. Each is to gather what they can easily carry and return. If Duke Reginald hadn’t taken every fletcher in the city with him…” He shrugged. “We shall make do until relieved.”
  


  
    “You expect relief?” asked the captain.
  


  
    “I expect another attack,” answered his commander. “Return to your position, Captain.”
  


  
    Geoffrey du Gale, Knight-Marshal of Silden, nephew to Duke Reginald and by circumstance defender of the city, avoided feeling overwhelmed by his duties by the simple expedi-ent of having too many things to think about which gave him no time to worry. But his city had been surrounded for ten days now, and he gave thanks for the seeming incompetence of Duke Arthur of Salador. On three occasions the Saladorian forces had nearly breached the walls, only to withdraw at sunset. It seemed as if Arthur disliked the idea of fighting at night. They had endured three days of rain and Salador apparently also disliked fighting while wet. Whatever the cause, Geoffrey was glad for the time. He knew he needed to hold for a few more days before relief arrived. If it arrived.
  


  
    He made quick rounds of the key defensive positions and assessed the damage done by the constantly hammering trebuchets of the enemy. The walls of Silden were ancient and had been built when this was the frontier of the Kingdom, when Salador was a trading village. There was a weak spot on the north-east side of the city, where an ancient trading gate had been replaced when it became superfluous because of the larger eastern gate’s creation during an expansion of the city. It had been bricked over and refaced with stone and few even knew of its existence, but Geoffrey worried about every detail. It was possible to move around the entire city of Silden on the ramparts of the walls, save for two places where one could only reach the barbicans over the massive western and eastern gates by descending a flight of steps and ascending another.
  


  
    It took more than an hour to circumnavigate the entirety of the city’s defences if one was merely walking the route. To stop and inspect and discuss the situation with the commanders of each section took far more time.
  


  
    When Geoffrey reached the sea-gates, he paused to ask the sergeant in command, “Anything?”
  


  
    “No, sir,” answered Sergeant Bales, a gnarled veteran who knew exactly what his commander wanted to know. “No sign of anything sailing up from the south.”
  


  
    Geoffrey removed his helmet and ran his hand through his hair, damp from the warm, muggy evening and his running like a maniac for the last hour. Here was the defensive position he worried over the most. The harbour had once been as heavily fortified as the rest of the city, but in years of peace defence had become an afterthought. Only the recent war with Kesh had made that shortcoming apparent, and it was only in the last few months that action had been taken to defend Silden by sea.
  


  
    Catching his breath, he said, “We have depended on the fleet to keep us safe for too many years, Sergeant.”
  


  
    The old veteran nodded. “No argument from me, sir.”
  


  
    “Signal fires ready?”
  


  
    “I make sure they’re ready every five minutes,” said Bales with an evil grin. “Annoys the men something fierce.”
  


  
    Geoffrey chuckled. “Which amuses you no end, I’m certain.”
  


  
    “A man must grab whatever tiny slice of happiness he can when he finds it, I always say.”
  


  
    Geoffrey didn’t bother telling the sergeant to stay alert. There was no need. He had put Bales on this post because he was the most reliable sergeant in the garrison.
  


  
    Each ship in the harbour had a man aboard whose only task was to watch where Bales now stood watch. If a powder was poured into a signal brazier, it would cause a huge crimson flame to erupt, bright enough to be seen at noon and producing a red plume of smoke. If that signal was sent, every man was ordered to scuttle the ship aboard which he waited, then jump into the sea and swim to shore.
  


  
    Each ship carried a barrel of Quegan fire oil in her hold, which, once lit, would burn with a fire so hot the bottom of the ship would be holed within minutes, an hour at most. Quegan oil burned without air. Water spread it.
  


  
    Each man aboard knew he risked his life, for in some cases that oil would explode before the man could swim free of the ship, or even if he did, he might find himself swimming into flaming water.
  


  
    The strategy was simple. Turn the harbour into a maze of burning hulks that no invading fleet could manage. Deny the docks to Salador’s marines and let Duke Arthur continue to assault the walls. Buy Lord James of Rillanon and his grandson the time they said they needed in which to bring reinforcements, and hopefully to speed the end to this war.
  


  
    Not for the first time since being placed in charge of the city’s defences, Geoffrey prayed to any god who would listen that Jim Dasher Jamison knew what he was talking about.
  


  
    

  


  
    On the twelfth day, a messenger came running to the exhausted knight-marshal. The attacks by Salador’s army were unceasing and by Geoffrey’s estimation, both sides were nearing breaking point. Jim Dasher’s intelligence that Arthur of Salador would not attempt a traditional siege, that he had no time for it, proved accurate. He was attempting an onslaught, he had ground down Silden’s defences, and he was verging on success. The last two assaults had topped the wall and only been beaten back by the sheer determination of the city’s commander and her defenders. One more such, with a dozen ladders providing breach points, and Salador would be in the city.
  


  
    “Report,” Geoffrey told the breathless youth.
  


  
    “Captain Garton says there’s a breach forming in the north-east wall, sir. He’s trying the best he can, but we’ve no timbers to shore up the damage and a few more strikes from the enemy’s engines will hole the wall. Orders, sir?”
  


  
    Geoffrey was already racing past the messenger, who stood for a moment in surprise, then ran after the commander. He picked up two soldiers as escorts as he raced along the wall. They cut across the western quarter of the city, the guards clearing a way for him through the throngs who huddled in the streets, seeking shelter where they could.
  


  
    Reaching the wall, Geoffrey saw what Garton had reported. The captain saluted and said, “Must have been a hidden flaw in the masonry, sir.”
  


  
    Geoffrey saw several stones bulging out of place, and where other stones should have supported them there was crushed rock and earth. “A quick fix of an old breach, I think,” he said to the captain. “We need to brace it.”
  


  
    “We have no timbers, sir. We’ve used every one long enough to brace the gates. If we strip them away, the gates are going to weaken.”
  


  
    Geoffrey’s mind was numb from lack of sleep and the stress of repulsing three breach attempts over the last two days. He stood, looking around the city as if seeking inspiration. Down the central boulevard he could see the harbour. After a second, he said, “I want you to send runners to every gate, and have them bring one timber here now. Then send a crew into the harbour and start cutting down masts. A dozen of the stoutest you can find and when they are done, bring them here!”
  


  
    Captain Garton relayed the orders and said, “A good idea, sir.”
  


  
    “If Salador gives us enough time to use it.” He saw his own exhaustion reflected in Captain Garton’s face. “If this breach fails, I want every other man off the wall and here.” He pointed to a choke-point in the street behind him. “Shield wall with archers on the roofs above. If they get inside the wall and we don’t break them here, the city falls.”
  


  
    He pointed first one way then the other. “Have the men start building barricades at the corners of those buildings; if Salador breaches here I want them funnelled into this street and under the fire of the archers. If they spread out, the city falls.”
  


  
    He glanced around and said, “And find some more arrows. If the archers have nothing to shoot, the city falls.”
  


  
    Garton said, “Boys are out gleaning for arrows now, sir.”
  


  
    “How are they getting in and out?”
  


  
    “We have a rope over the wall on the east side. No enemy watching there and the boys fill a bucket and we pull it up. The boys have orders to flee to the bay and dive in if they see enemies. They can swim over the harbour chain and get back into the city through the harbour gate.”
  


  
    “Good plan,” said du Gale. “Now, let us see if we can hold out for two more days.”
  


  
    “Two more?” asked Garton.
  


  
    “I was promised relief would be here in no more than two weeks. That is two days hence.”
  


  
    The exhausted commander saw things were relatively quiet as Salador was retreating from the wall, no doubt to resume its relentless pounding with stones from their siege engines. “I’ll be in my quarters.”
  


  
    “Get some sleep, sir. We’ll keep the city safe for you.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Garton.”
  


  
    Geoffrey du Gale made his way back to the bakery that had been converted to a makeshift command post. He motioned his aide away and fell face first across the small bed in the back, next to the cold ovens. In his full armour with his sword and scabbard splayed out to one side, the Knight-Marshal of Silden was sound asleep in seconds.
  


  
    

  


  
    Geoffrey awoke with a start as his aide shook him. “The attack is resuming, my lord!”
  


  
    “What’s the time?”
  


  
    “It’s dawn, sir. You slept all night. I managed to get your sword and boots off, but…”
  


  
    Du Gale sat up and motioned for his boots, which he put on. He had cotton in his head and his eyes felt as if he’d had sand behind his lids. As the sounds of battle were rising, he dressed quickly and rushed out. Hurrying to the failing breach, he saw that his orders had been carried out and a dozen new timbers had been set to brace the failing wall. A massive shudder caused rock dust to fly off the back of the wall as a boulder struck the other side.
  


  
    Captain Garton saluted and said, “It seems their engineers have noticed the failing wall here, as well, sir.”
  


  
    “How long can we hold here?”
  


  
    “Perhaps until midday if they keep pounding.”
  


  
    Geoffrey hurried to the nearest stairway up to the wall, taking the stone steps two at a time. He reached a vantage point and saw three trebuchets on top of a hillside half a mile away and saw them unleash their rocks. The first landed short and bounced into the wall, most of its momentum eaten by the damp soil, and the second sent a boulder hurling over the wall, to crash into a building a short distance away, causing screams of pain and fear to erupt. The third boulder struck within yards of the weak point and Geoffrey turned to Garton, who had followed him.
  


  
    “I want those barricades finished.”
  


  
    “Almost finished, sir,” answered the captain.
  


  
    “Form up a flying company and place them at the other end of the street, near the harbour, so they are out of reach of those damned stones. If the enemy breaches, I want them to hit the invaders hard and fast until we can pull more men from the wall.” He pointed to the choke point he had indicated the previous day. “We will take a stand there, if we must.”
  


  
    “Understood, sir,” said Garton, running off to carry out his orders.
  


  
    Geoffrey looked at the three massive war engines and wished he could sally out with a company and burn them… Might as well wish for an extra two hundred heavy cavalry while he was at it.
  


  
    He turned and gazed out over the city and the harbour beyond. One more day, he thought, and help will arrive. He rejected any thought that Jim Dasher would not live up to his promise, for in that event, Silden would die.
  


  
    Geoffrey felt his stomach knot as he saw two more trebuchets being moved into place next to the three already there. He could tell from the sounds in the city that the attacks on the western and north-western walls had ceased. Garton was right; Salador’s engineers had seen signs of the failing wall and had interpreted the signs correctly. They were now shifting their attack to the north-eastern section of the city.
  


  
    Geoffrey judged it would be two more hours before the oxen pulling those heavy machines of war into place would get them situated, their crews would get them locked down in place, and the intensified bombardment would begin.
  


  
    He hurried down to the street behind the wall, wishing there was a real bailey so that he could stop them at the wall. He might as wish for those two hundred heavy horse again.
  


  
    He motioned for a messenger, who came and saluted. He was a boy no older than eleven. “Orders to the wall. One man in two to stand down and find a place to rest. Rest for two hours. Then they’re to report to Captain Garton down at the harbour end of this street. Is that clear?”
  


  
    “One in two,” repeated the boy so he was sure he got the orders right, “then rest for two hours, then report to Captain Garton at the harbour end of Broad Street, sir.”
  


  
    “Right. Now run off.”
  


  
    The boy would get word spread and within two hours Geoffrey wanted as many men ready to come up that avenue as he could spare. He looked around and judged how better he could prepare the battleground, for here, he was certain, the fight would be determined, the outcome decided.
  


  
    

  


  
    Throughout the day the five war engines cast massive stones at the wall, two out of five hitting close enough that the wall began to falter at sundown. Throughout the night the stones rained down and men died, and throughout the night Geoffrey du Gale kept his men ready. Five hundred soldiers waited at the far end of the boulevard, out of harm’s way from misguided stones and shards of ricocheting rock and masonry. When it was clear that the wall was going to fail near dawn, Geoffrey ordered the remainder of his men off the battlements. He had the rested column brought up, ready to bolster the point of attack for the invaders. Two companies of men took positions behind the makeshift barricades which du Gale had refortified constantly. Any man of Salador who rushed those overturned wagons and bags of sand would die before he cleared them, so the only point of attack was down Broad Street.
  


  
    There a wall of shields and swords waited.
  


  
    Suddenly, the wall collapsed in a burst of masonry and dust, and stones came rolling down the streets. As the dust cleared, Geoffrey could see through the breach that soldiers from Salador were advancing.
  


  
    Men died as archers on nearby rooftops fired blindly through the clouds of dust and the defenders waited with weapons ready. Then, abruptly, with shouted prayers to various gods and cries of victory, the breach was flooded with invaders.
  


  
    Geoffrey cried, “Hold!”
  


  
    Archers rained death down on the invading surge of the yellow-tabarded enemy as the men of Silden answered the insult done to their city. Battle was joined.
  


  
    As a boy, Geoffrey had worked with his family’s properties, one being a camp in the mountains to the north, where he worked a season as a wood-cutter. They had a device, powered by a mule, much like a miller’s grinding wheel, but instead of grinding grain it shredded wood, branches and small saplings, reducing it to chips and pulp to be used by the paper-makers. This struggle reminded him of feeding a branch into that shredder.
  


  
    The men of Salador hurled themselves bravely though the gap, to be greeted by a fusillade of arrows. With their shields raised above their heads, most made it through the gap, only to be confronted by a wall of shields and swords. Still they came.
  


  
    And they died. The men of Silden responded with a vicious counter charge, pushing back the invaders, once, twice, three times before Geoffrey realized they were at an impasse.
  


  
    Then he heard the sound of a distant trumpet and the men of Salador withdrew.
  


  
    From the rooftops came the shout of Captain Garton for a ceasefire, and Geoffrey turned to see an exhausted soldier behind him barely able to stay upright. “Stand down,” he commanded, surprised at how hoarse his voice sounded in his own ears.
  


  
    A boy appeared with water-skins, one under each arm, and passed them around, only to vanish as another boy turned up. Geoffrey finally allowed himself to take a drink, finding himself so parched he was almost unable to let go of the skin as he gulped, but at last he released his hold and passed the skin to the next man.
  


  
    He heard Captain Garton shout, “Herald approaching!”
  


  
    Knight-Marshal Geoffrey du Gale walked toward the breach, having to make his way over the bodies of the fallen. Occasionally someone in the pile would groan or whimper and soldiers would instantly set about getting the wounded out from under the bodies of the dead.
  


  
    There was an odd border between the bodies inside the wall and out, a rising portion of the wall’s foundation, six inches high and six feet across. He stepped up on it and found another carpet of dead men spread before him, mostly those wearing the tabard of Salador or mercenary auxiliaries, with only the occasional man of Silden who had fallen from the parapets above. There he waited. The two horsemen, the herald and the soldier with him carrying a white flag, pulled up about twenty yards away, as the horses were unwilling to step on the corpses. The herald shouted, “I seek your commander!”
  


  
    Du Gale shouted back, “You have him. I am Knight-Marshal Geoffrey du Gale. What do you seek?”
  


  
    “My Lord, Arthur, Duke of Salador, seeks parlay. Are you willing?”
  


  
    Geoffrey glanced at his exhausted men up on the wall or massed behind the breach, then saw the huge army of Salador to his right reforming on the hill, and weighed his choices. His men needed respite, but that also gave Salador time to reorganize for the next attack.
  


  
    He glanced skyward and tried to judge the time of day. It appeared to be mid-afternoon, but what hour he could not tell. Finally he said, “Very well. I shall come under a flag of truce to that tree!” He pointed to a lonely elm perched on the side of a hill to his left.
  


  
    “My lord Arthur invites you to his pavilion where you may speak in comfort and share a cup of wine.”
  


  
    “I thank His Grace for his hospitality, but I must decline. I have much to attend to here, so if he wishes to parlay, that’s where we will meet. In one hour!”
  


  
    The herald hesitated, then said, “Very well, my lord. I will carry your request to my duke.”
  


  
    The two horses turned and started back up the hill. Geoffrey returned to the breach, where he found Captain Garton waiting. “I’d have taken the wine, myself,” said the captain.
  


  
    “If things turn ugly, which I expect they will, I prefer a short sprint back to my men.”
  


  
    Garton inclined his head. “Just as well. I would prefer not to discover I’m in charge while you’re held hostage.”
  


  
    “I thought of that. Truce? From a man who betrayed his oath to the Kingdom and makes war upon another Kingdom city?”
  


  
    “These are ugly times, my lord,” said Garton.
  


  
    “Get men to clearing the dead. We have an hour or so, but I think we’ll be fighting again before sundown. Feed and rest as many as you can; and pray.”
  


  
    “I’ve been praying since dawn.”
  


  
    Geoffrey decided to make an inspection of the other areas of the city, knowing that the truce would only last until he spoke to Duke Arthur. From that moment on, peace would be a fragile thing doomed to shatter; the only question was when.
  


  
    

  


  
    An hour later, Knight-Marshal Geoffrey du Gale rode out with a single companion, a cavalry corporal bearing a white flag of truce. As he trotted leisurely up the hill, he saw a pair of riders approaching downhill from the crest. The herald was the same, though this time he carried the white banner. At his side was a man whose flowing blonde locks and ornate armour proclaimed him to be Arthur, Duke of Salador, and the vain dandy his reputation proclaimed. The armour was of polished steel with gold decoration at the shoulders and neck, and his helm rivalled that of the king’s, complete with a golden plume.
  


  
    Reaching the agreed-upon location, Geoffrey saluted. “My lord,” he said in neutral tones.
  


  
    “I’m here to offer terms, sir,” said the duke contemptuously.
  


  
    “Your terms, sir?”
  


  
    “You will surrender the city by nightfall. Your men will lay down their arms and muster upon the field over there.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the field to the north of the western gate to the city. “All arms and armour are to be confiscated and all men of fighting age will be conscripted. All stores and goods are to be rendered up to my quartermaster.”
  


  
    “And in exchange?” asked du Gale.
  


  
    “Why, I let your citizens live, of course. They may go where they wish, or stay under my governance, but they will be alive. Either way, Silden will be annexed to Salador and my edicts will be law. Resist, and every man under arms dies, and I will permit the sack of the city: the women and children left alive will wish they had not survived. Any further questions, sir?”
  


  
    “I see,” said Geoffrey, looking out over the city.
  


  
    “You seem distracted, sir,” said the duke. “Have I your answer?”
  


  
    Geoffrey rose up in his stirrups and stared at something in the harbour. A ship was sailing in, a large green banner snapping in the wind from the top of the main mast.
  


  
    He sat back down in his saddle. “My answer is to offer my own terms, my lord duke.”
  


  
    “You’re hardly in a position to offer terms,” said Arthur with a sneer.
  


  
    Geoffrey replied, “I’ve bled your army, my lord, and your men are hungry, your mercenaries are demanding payment or booty, and time is on my side. If you come against us we will grind you some more, and you know it, or we would not be having this conversation. Each hour you fail to take Silden is an hour closer to having a full-blown mutiny in your ranks. You expected a short battle and a quick surrender, so you did not come prepared for a full siege. If I may be frank, Your Grace, you were under-prepared for this siege.”
  


  
    Before Arthur could voice umbrage, du Gale pressed on. “You may yet take Silden, but when you do you will have little left to call an army. Your men may sack, loot, rape, and kill, but you will not have enough of a force left to occupy and govern. Your mercenaries will be the first to desert and your remaining men will hole up during the night and only go where ordered during the day. In short, you will be here, but you will not rule.”
  


  
    The duke’s eyes widened: he did not expect to be spoken to in such a way.
  


  
    “Here are my terms, Your Grace. You will lay down your arms and organize your forces to march back to Salador, where you will prepare to offer up your defence against the charge of treason against the person of Prince Edward and the Kingdom of the Isles.”
  


  
    “Preposterous!” shouted Arthur. “I was ready to offer you and your officers a special place in my new commands; you’ve acquitted yourselves admirably in defending this city, but I see you’re intractable. Marshal, if you don’t surrender at once, I shall see you in chains and you’ll answer to the rightful king, Oliver.”
  


  
    “Well, my lord, that is likely to prove problematic. I will almost certainly be dead, and this city, once it is sacked, will provide you little protection, and it’s a long journey back to Salador. Moreover, you won’t enjoy what you find when you get home.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?”
  


  
    “Your city’s been taken, my lord. If you’d care to hold this truce for, say, another day or two, I believe you’ll receive word that Lord Charles of Bas-Tyra arrived with the bulk of his army a few days ago and has seized your city in the name of Prince Edward.” He glanced at the forces of Salador arrayed on the distant hillside. “I wonder how your lads will react to the news.”
  


  
    “You lie, sir!”
  


  
    “I do not, Your Grace. You have three choices. Attack, surrender, or wait. May I suggest you wait. My lads are tired and could use a hot meal, and it would be a bother for them to have to round up and guard your army until they’ve rested a bit. When you receive word from home, let us speak again.”
  


  
    He turned his horse and rode back, leaving the duke near-speechless in his wake. Reaching the gates, he rode through and said to Garton, “What do we see?”
  


  
    “Nothing. Their forces are just sitting there.”
  


  
    Hurrying back to the breach, he called up to the wall. “Are they moving?”
  


  
    “Yes, Marshal, but not towards us: back to their camp.”
  


  
    With a grin, Geoffrey du Gale, Knight-Marshal of Silden said to his senior captain, “Garton, feed the lads and tell them to get ready to oversee some prisoners.”
  


  
    “Prisoners?”
  


  
    “Arthur has lost his city. That was a ship from Roldem flying that green banner. It means Salador belongs to Edward.”
  


  
    Some of the men nearby overheard that remark and started spreading the word. A cheer erupted and was picked up by the rest of the city’s defenders.
  


  
    “If you find Arthur trying to steal a boat down there, let him. He’ll be trying to find a way to Rillanon and Oliver’s protection, if he can. He knows that if he stays here, he’s going to hang.”
  


  
    “What now, sir?”
  


  
    “We wait.”
  


  
    

  


  
    At sundown two days later, a lone rider with a white flag approached, but not the herald. It was a sergeant in the tabard of Salador and he came to the main gate. Geoffrey came to the barbican above the gate and shouted down. “What word?”
  


  
    “Sir,” said the sergeant, “Lord Arthur has ridden off. He’s taken the officers of noble birth and his personal guard, and he’s heading east. I find myself commanding an army, but with no orders.”
  


  
    “What do you seek?”
  


  
    “I see no good end to this battle, sir, and even if I pressed it, and we won, I have no idea what I would then do. I am but a common soldier, my lord, and my only concern is following orders— of which I have none— and the well-being of my men. As I now only have that concern, I petition you, sir, may we depart in peace?”
  


  
    “What would you do?”
  


  
    “Go home,” he said sadly. “If my lord duke abandons us, we are defeated, even though we may hold advantage in the field.”
  


  
    “You are no common soldier, Sergeant. May I know your name?”
  


  
    “Cribs, sir. Algernon Cribs.”
  


  
    “Wait until dawn and prepare for revolt: your mercenaries won’t be happy with being ordered to quit without booty. If you will permit me, I’ll pen a missive I would have you give to whomever you find in charge of Salador, commending your care for your men.”
  


  
    “That would be most kind, sir.”
  


  
    “Shall we agree the hostilities are past and free passage by all is guaranteed?”
  


  
    “It is agreeable to me, sir.”
  


  
    “Then I shall send you a messenger in the morning with the letter and I think we shall meet again, Sergeant Algernon Cribs, I hope in happier circumstances.”
  


  
    “Good day to you, sir.”
  


  
    The rider headed back to his own lines, and finding himself relieved to the point of tears, Knight-Marshal Geoffrey du Gale said, “Garton, see to the men. Feed them and rest them, then let us bury our dead and the honoured fallen of our enemy, and see an end to this.”
  


  
    “The war is over?” asked Garton.
  


  
    “Just our little bit of it, and we may find ourselves fighting again, but not today… and not tomorrow. Tomorrow we mourn our losses and thank the gods for a kind king in Roldem and as sneaky a bastard as ever lived in Jim Dasher.”
  


  
    Not being entirely sure what the Knight-Marshal meant by the last remark, Captain Garton saluted and left his commander with his own thoughts as he stood alone on the barbican of the western gate of Silden, while below men began to celebrate a victory that was a gift of circumstances in a war no one in Silden had wanted.
  


  
    Geoffrey gave himself a moment, then pushed down rising emotions and gathered himself. There was a lot of work ahead and it wouldn’t get done on its own.
  


  



  • Chapter Sixteen •


  


  Journey V


  
    

  


  
    Miranda fell.
  


  
    Magnus came over and helped her to her feet without floating into the air. “I had the same problem,” he said.
  


  
    “Where are we?” she asked. Then she caught sight of a very familiar figure. “Macros,” she whispered.
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “Not a… well, it appears he’s who he looks to be.”
  


  
    Drinking in the vista of stars and galaxies, Miranda repeated her question. “Where are we?”
  


  
    “On what appears to be a very large hunk of rock hurtling through some unknown region of the universe. What air and gravity we have appears to have been provided for us by whoever brought us here.”
  


  
    Macros turned and a delighted expression crossed his face. “Miranda! How lovely to see you again.” He gathered her in an embrace.
  


  
    “I’m not Miranda,” she said, disentangling herself from his grasp.
  


  
    “I know,” said Macros. “You are the demon Child, with my daughter’s memories imprinted on you. But you’re as close to my daughter as I’m likely to get for however long I’m permitted to continue this existence, so I’ll make do. How I got here and why this tiny sliver of life was pulled from me I don’t know, save that it is for a reason that beings of great power consider important.”
  


  
    “I was with someone… the place I left…” She looked around. “The Fourth Circle, though maybe not…” Her voice fell away as she beheld the magnificence all around her. “With something called Piper.”
  


  
    Macros was silent for a long moment, as if listening to something, then said, “Ah, yes, Piper. She, or he, was a construct. A being sent to you to impart a lesson.” He paused again, as if listening. He nodded, then said, “The others— Magnus, Pug, and Nakor— encountered people of note from their pasts, people they were inclined to listen to. I’m not entirely sure why, but people from Miranda’s past would not have the same impact on you as people from their lives had on the others.” With a rueful chuckle he said, “You are unique.”
  


  
    “I hate lessons,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “You always did,” said Macros. “You were always conspiring to learn things your own way, until you needed me to show you how to do something.” He looked at Magnus. “Did you know your mother, when she was about ten years of age, I believe it was, almost destroyed half a village when she summoned a fire elemental but hadn’t continued to read the text where it explained how to control him?”
  


  
    “No, I didn’t,” said Magnus, trying not to grin at Miranda’s obvious discomfort. She might be a demon at heart, but her mind was becoming Miranda’s so much that she was almost squirming with embarrassment. “Let’s spare Magnus tales of my ill-spent youth, Father,” she said archly, “and we’ll also spare him tales of your profligacy with the trust of others.”
  


  
    “I don’t mind, really,” said Macros. “I have a feeling that my time alive is limited to my usefulness to those who are bringing us together. Anything to stretch out that time would be welcome.”
  


  
    “Why are we here?” asked Miranda, surveying the sprawling arc of heaven. She had been many places and seen many things in her human life, but she had never beheld a view such as this.
  


  
    Gas clouds of a size beyond imagining sprawled in every direction and pulsing points of light glowed from within them, as comets moved majestically around distant stars, their white plumes trailing away from the suns.
  


  
    “It’s magnificent, isn’t it?” said Macros.
  


  
    “It’s huge,” said Miranda. “I knew the universe was vast, but…”
  


  
    Macros’s eyes were alive with a surprise and wonder she had never seen in her father as he said, “This is only the beginning.”
  


  
    “Of what?”
  


  
    “You’ll see,” he said, “as soon as the others arrive.”
  


  
    They waited.
  


  
    

  


  
    Nakor stumbled out of the vortex and when Magnus caught and steadied him, his expression was one of undiluted delight. “Macros!” He hurried over and touched his robe, looked into his eyes, and said, “The real one!”
  


  
    Macros couldn’t conceal his pleasure. “Nakor! Still cheating everyone you meet at cards?”
  


  
    “Always,” he replied, and they hugged.
  


  
    Circumstances had involved both of them indirectly in each other’s lives in ways they hadn’t suspected until events during the Serpent War had caused them finally to meet.
  


  
    “I take it,” said Nakor, “that none of this is random coincidence.”
  


  
    “I have much to share,” said Macros. “Let us wait for Pug. But there is one thing I must tell you three that he can’t be permitted to know.” He looked from one to another, then said, “Pug believes his life will end soon. A crux is coming, a confluence of probability which none of you may survive,” said Macros. “But the future is now unfixed and whatever prophecy or foretelling that may have directed his behaviour is almost certainly moot. However, he must not know that. He must believe he will sacrifice himself to save… everything.”
  


  
    “But why?” demanded Miranda. “It makes no sense.”
  


  
    “Actually,” said Magnus, “it makes perfect sense.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded. “If he feels he has nothing to lose he will fear nothing. If he believes this fight is personally hopeless, all his energy will be directed at saving everyone else.”
  


  
    Miranda began to look angry. “Hasn’t he suffered enough?”
  


  
    Macros said, “More than enough, but this is how it must be. When he is here and I…” He paused. “When he is here I’ll continue this discussion, but you must agree.”
  


  
    Nakor and Magnus nodded while Miranda stood motionless before giving one curt nod.
  


  
    For a long moment they stood staring out at the incredible ocean of stars and gas clouds, the impossible colours of space.
  


  
    At last, Nakor said, “I met people.”
  


  
    All eyes turned to him. “First, I met Borric, back before he was king, when he was in Kesh and he and I first met. It was a strange conversation, and I’m still not sure I fully understand his meaning.”
  


  
    No one spoke.
  


  
    “Then I met Jorma, on the day she first appeared at the travelling fair where I was working.”
  


  
    Macros’s expression turned solemn but Miranda’s showed barely contained anger. Nakor’s wife, Jorma, had taken all she had learned from Nakor and left him. Then, some years later, she had spent years with Macros, conceiving Miranda during that time, finally running off, leaving the little girl with a father incapable of raising her. Not suspecting until later the powers his daughter possessed, Macros had given her up to another family to raise, returning for her only when her powers manifested themselves. Their relationship had been rocky at best, hostile at times, and never close in any meaningful way. Miranda had come to terms with that early on in her life, and had managed to forge her own life on her own terms after that.
  


  
    Still, the demon within Miranda found conflicting emotions welling up inside her. Mention of Miranda’s mother produced an unexpected anger, and the part of her that was Child realized that while Macros may have been a poor excuse for a father, Jorma had been no mother at all. Child felt as if Miranda was about to completely consume her, ridding her for all time of her demon heritage, and now she fought to maintain a shred of identity within the complex dual being she had become. Demon rage was at its heart simple. Child’s mother had taught her the beginning of the concept of love through her willing self-sacrifice, but the sea of tumultuous feelings through which she swam was far more than any demon was capable of dealing with, and Miranda began to understand something.
  


  
    She had encountered her mother for the first time as an adult, and the thing that stood out most starkly was that the woman did not for an instant recognize her. Circumstances over the years had caused their paths to cross. Now, years after her mother’s destruction at the hands of the demon Jakan, Miranda still found herself angry.
  


  
    Softly she asked Nakor, “What did you learn from that encounter?”
  


  
    “I’m not certain about that either, save that men can do very stupid things because they believe themselves to be in love.” He shrugged. “But I knew that before I met her.”
  


  
    Macros nodded. “She had an ability…” He let the words go, then started again. “One of her talents was to make a man think he was the most important thing in her life, no matter how improbable that might be to an onlooker.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded. “That was true.”
  


  
    “Still,” said Magnus, “we were confronted by things from our past that were in some measure getting us ready for what? This?” He waved his hand.
  


  
    “This is only the beginning,” said Macros again.
  


  
    Miranda looked at Nakor and said, “I know why we,” she indicated herself and Nakor, “why we’re here.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “I saw… I’ll share details after Pug arrives, but this one thing: Child and Belog could never see what we are seeing, are going to see, have seen, however you want to think of it. We could not see through human eyes. Miranda and Nakor could never see through demon eyes. My lesson was about perspective, the need to look at things differently.”
  


  
    “Fascinating,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Magnus said, “It never occurred to me, but now that you say this, I realize how true it is; you two have a unique view.”
  


  
    Time passed, then suddenly the vortex appeared, and a moment later Pug came stumbling out, to be caught by Nakor and Magnus. Miranda could barely constrain herself from throwing her arms around his neck, satisfying herself by gently squeezing his arm.
  


  
    Pug looked around and his eyes widened, “Macros?”
  


  
    Nakor said, “The real one. Not the guide we met on the beach.”
  


  
    “Hello, Pug,” said the original Black Sorcerer. He turned and stood looking up at the massive display. “I have been watching for hours, and as I need to understand things, they come to me. There is so much to tell.”
  


  
    “Why are we here?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Each of you has been provided instruction, or at least reminders of things you already knew, but perhaps overlooked,” said Macros. “There is an agency so vast and powerful it defies logic.” He paused. “You will discover much in the time we spend together, but realize that the full truth will never be revealed, for two reasons. First, some truths cannot simply be taught but have to be learned, sometimes through bitter experience.” He glanced at Miranda sadly. “Other things are simply beyond understanding. Much of what I’m about to show you will illustrate that truth.” He looked at Pug. “Let’s begin with you. Where were you before you got here?”
  


  
    “I had an encounter with my first teacher, Kulgan,” answered Pug. “In a cottage very much like the one he had in Crydee.”
  


  
    “What did he teach you?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “When in doubt, return to the fundamentals.”
  


  
    Nakor glanced at Miranda. “That everything is a function of perspective.”
  


  
    They looked at Magnus. “That being fearful of risk guarantees failure.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “I learned a thing or two, but I’m not sure which thing or two. They will come to me.” Looking at Macros, he asked, “What now?”
  


  
    Macros smiled and said, “Now we begin.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The planetoid moved, or the universe moved around it, for apparent motion was relative. Macros spoke in hushed, almost reverential tones. “This thing we call a universe is vast beyond imagining.” He waved his hand in an arc, across the star-studded dark. “We see only the tiniest part of it.”
  


  
    He turned to the four of them. “You’ve all trodden on alien worlds, walked the Hall of Worlds, and dwelled in different realms of existence. Yet while you four are no doubt the most travelled individuals in the history of Midkemia, the distances you’ve travelled are but the tiny steps of a baby walking compared to a striding giant who is traversing uncountable times around that world. Less even…” He sighed. “There is no comparison.”
  


  
    He waved a hand and suddenly they were somewhere else. Across the sky above them a thing of incredible power pulsed, emitting massive streams of energy out of the apparent north and south poles, while a tiny white-hot speck burned at its core. Around it was a dark shroud of what might have been dust or gas or millions of planets dwarfed to mote size by the distance; it was impossible to judge. Macros pointed. “We are farther from that star by a thousand times a thousand times the distance from Midkemia to her sun. If you were standing a trillion miles above either pole, the energy it generates would kill you instantly. This is one of the most massive things in the universe, an engine of creation, if you will. The furnace within that pulsing star is forging… everything.” He held out his hand. “We are formed of the same energy and matter created in such a place, for in some future era it will explode, and matter and energy will be scattered across the vastness.” He pointed at the massive, pulsing star. “And there are billions of them out there. Billions.”
  


  
    “This is humbling,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “It is not supposed to be,” said Macros. “It is the start of showing you how important your journey is, and how countless lives and places beyond your imagining are in your hands.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “Everything we are about to see, all we learn, is to prepare us all for the final battle,” said Macros.
  


  
    “Us?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “As much as I am permitted,” said Macros. “The tiny slice of my life was preserved, but so much more has been granted me than I imagined when I was alive.”
  


  
    Nakor laughed. “It’s so very odd to speak of yourself in the past tense.”
  


  
    “It’s even more odd to live in the past tense, I can promise you,” answered the Black Sorcerer.
  


  
    Miranda looked at the monstrous thing hanging above them in the sky. “I am looking at this thing, this star, but my mind rejects it.”
  


  
    “We five may possess the most prodigious intellects when it comes to magic of any who have ever lived on Midkemia. Yet we know hardly anything.”
  


  
    He waved his arm and suddenly they were somewhere else.
  


  
    A magnificent vista of glowing, swirling gas surrounded them. Inside it, they could see spots of light with swirling currents of energy slowly being gathered into them. “A heavenly crèche,” said Macros. “A sea of gas and dust so vast, no human mind can encompass it. Were I to count the grains of sand on a beach, one grain a second, it would take me thirteen days to count one million. To reach a billion would take me thirty-one years. And here, in this sea of gas and dust, are billions upon billions of billions of grains of sand to count.”
  


  
    “Impossible,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “The scope of reality is beyond the capacity of mortal mind to fully comprehend. We can only imagine bits, or create metaphors or develop abstractions to help us cope, but no matter what we imagine we have achieved in understanding all this, in truth we know nothing.”
  


  
    They watched in silence as slowly gas wound its way inward, spiralling into the birthing stars. At last Macros said, “Billions of miles of dust, falling inward, and in time a few grains combine, attracting more grains, and eventually there is a bit of something bigger than the grains, and more fall in, and gravity exerts itself, and even more dust and gas fall in, and that creates pressure, and eventually there is so much pressure that energy is released, creating…”
  


  
    “Stars,” said Magnus. “We’re watching the birth of suns.”
  


  
    “This magnificent sea of stars,” said Macros, and the scene changed. Now bright lights died in the sea of gas and dust, shrouded as if covered by a veil of soot or a thin curtain of dark gauze. “This dust nebula is where suns, like Midkemia’s own, are born. This is just one of millions of such places throughout the universe.”
  


  
    “But the time it takes to create this…” began Miranda.
  


  
    “Time is an illusion,” said Macros. He pointed to Pug. “We learned that when we travelled back in time. Or at least that was our first lesson.”
  


  
    “Time is an illusion?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “Not yet,” said Macros, acting like a performer on stage at a fair determined to let the play unfold at its predetermined pace. He waved his hand and it appeared as if the swirling gas increased its speed, moving faster and faster as the suns grew brighter. “As the dust falls in, the space between the stars grows more empty. Or at least it appears to be.”
  


  
    “What is the point to this, Fa—” Miranda cut herself off, “Macros?”
  


  
    He smiled. “Either will do.” The brightening stars grew more intense and robust and began to change colours. “Red, blue, yellow, white, tiny, massive beyond measure, so many types of stars,” he said. “And like that giant, pulsing star, just within this nebula are entire galaxies being formed.”
  


  
    “Why are you showing this to us?” asked Magnus. “It’s absolutely breath-taking and worth viewing for the beauty of it alone, but what is your purpose?”
  


  
    “To help you understand the stakes of this cosmic game,” said Macros. “It’s why powers beyond the Midkemian gods are acting and why you four are standing with me now: because if we fail in the coming struggle, this goes away.”
  


  
    “Goes away?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “All of it— the stars, the worlds, every tick of life on the smallest dust mote floating around the tiniest star in the farthest reaches of the universe— it all ceases to exist. It’s not just the end of the world,” said Macros grimly, “it’s the end of everything.”
  


  
    After a moment, Pug said, “What do we do?”
  


  
    “Now we start the lessons,” said Macros.
  


  
    

  


  
    The sky around them suddenly turned dark and brooding, gas clouds still, but now dirty grey and brown. A few illuminated specks of light in the distance gave a sense of dimension and shape, but otherwise it was a cold and lonely place.
  


  
    “This is how stars are supposed to end,” said Macros. “Some just wither and die, like a candle flickering out, while others explode in a violence so self-consuming that all that remains is hot gas spreading out at unfathomable speed. For eons it drifts and in some impossible future it will gather again and start its progression to rebirth.”
  


  
    With a wave of his hand, the sky changed again.
  


  
    “The Fourth Circle,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Pug nodded.
  


  
    “But Piper said it was ending.”
  


  
    “This is how a portion of the universe died at the hands of the Dread, and this is what will happen to most of it before they achieve their goals,” said Macros.
  


  
    “What are their goals?” asked Pug. “I’ve wondered for years.”
  


  
    “All in time,” said Macros. “First, this.”
  


  
    He waved his hand again and the scene changed once more.
  


  
    “The stars look different,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Macros laughed. “Look closer. Those aren’t just stars.”
  


  
    A dot of light expanded as if they were swooping toward it, and as it grew larger they saw it take on the shape of a swirling mass of lights. “It’s a galaxy!” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Each of those lights,” said Macros, pointing outward, “is a galaxy. Billions of them, and within those galaxies, billions of stars, and around many of those stars, planets like Midkemia, complete with life.”
  


  
    “Now I know why the Hall of Worlds seems endless,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Because it is,” said Macros. “Honest John’s is an anomaly, a place within the Hall but not of it, so it serves as something of a starting point, the centre of the Hall, as it were. But the Hall itself has no beginning or end.”
  


  
    “Because stars are constantly being born, which means planets are being born as well,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Macros, pleased someone else made the point. “So doors arise as worlds are born, and vanish when the world they’re linked with dies.”
  


  
    “You’ve made the point,” said Miranda, her impatience surfacing. “The universe is a vast place. Could we discuss the end of everything you’re warning us of?”
  


  
    “This is where it gets tricky,” said Macros. “Because as vast as the universe is…” He waved his hand.
  


  
    “The Garden!” said Pug.
  


  
    “Where we, you, I and Tomas watched creation.”
  


  
    “You witnessed creation?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “A metaphor,” said Macros, “because the next step on the journey concerns perception.” He looked at Miranda.
  


  
    “What Piper showed me,” said Miranda. “Perspective.”
  


  
    “There are things outside our perceptions, things we cannot see, hear, feel, smell, or taste, things we can only infer and speculate about. Here Tomas, Pug, and I were trapped in a time-reversal spell of inordinate power.” Macros smiled at the memory. “And a very pleasant dragon was with us, I almost forgot.”
  


  
    “Ryath,” said Pug. “She was very pleasant.” Then his eyes widened and he said, “She flew us to this garden.”
  


  
    “Yes?” said Macros, tilting his head as if waiting to hear something else.
  


  
    “Through rift space.”
  


  
    Macros nodded. “Dragons can fly through the void.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “I never knew.”
  


  
    “Few do. Dragons don’t think about it. They just do it. But because they can, we have one of the keys to saving the universe.”
  


  
    “What are the other keys?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Come with me and find out,” said Macros, waving his hand again.
  


  
    Suddenly they rose up out of the Garden, an impossibly beautiful floating parkland, and started moving toward a growing image of buildings, walkways, palaces, and parks. The cityscape seemed to roll out before them as if unfolding itself little by little for them to assimilate.
  


  
    They touched down in a massive, but empty, boulevard.
  


  
    “The City Forever,” said Pug.
  


  



  • Chapter Seventeen •


  


  Northlands


  
    

  


  
    The brothers reined in their horses.
  


  
    Neither Laromendis or Gulamendis had ridden in their lives and their accelerated education had begun when the elves of Elvandar got them safely to their borders near the Lake of the Sky.
  


  
    There was a trading post at the southern end of the lake where it emptied into the River Boundary, and from the first thaw of spring until the first snows of winter it was relatively active. Dwarves from Stone Mountain to the north, elves from Elvandar, humans from Yabon to the south-east, and renegades who lived in the northlands, all traded at the post. Originally operated by a trader from Natal, it had changed hands and names several times— currently it was Bram’s Post— but to everyone in the region it would always be Sky Post. There the elves from E’bar traded for two stout horses, tack, and trail goods. A man named Smiley gave the brothers a half-day’s instruction on the care and feeding of the animals. Fortunately the elven brothers had very good memories, because the man was loath to repeat himself and went through the subject of care and riding quickly.
  


  
    Still, the brothers did their best and after two very uncomfortable days managed to get the hang of staying in the saddle, not being in constant pain, and keeping the animals going where they wanted them to go. They became adept at saddling and unsaddling, curry-combing coats and picking hooves, though neither was entirely sure what they were looking for when they inspected the legs at the end of a long ride. Gulamendis finally decided that they should only concern themselves if something in the afternoon looked different than it had in the morning.
  


  
    After riding for another four days, they reached the Inclindel Gap. Patrolled by a garrison out of Yabon, it had been neglected since the muster had taken most of the Yabonese fighting men south. A few Hadati villages nearby posed a threat for any moredhel moving south in strength, but two lone horsemen, despite being very tall elves, hardly warranted a second glance.
  


  
    After negotiating a ford north of Lake Isbandia, they found the route to the town of Harlech. Of the four towns in the Northlands, Harlech was the largest. Barely more than a large village by Kingdom standards, it was big enough to boast four inns, several stores, a bakery, and two blacksmiths.
  


  
    A large sign was posted at the southern entrance to the town in half a dozen different scripts. Gulamendis reined in. “What do you think it says?”
  


  
    Laromendis said, “Given our surroundings, I’m certain it’s some sort of warning, telling us to behave ourselves in case we run afoul of whatever passes for the local constabulary here.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then cast an enchantment.
  


  
    “Ah,” said his brother. “I forgot you could do that.”
  


  
    Suddenly the sign appeared to be written in the language of the taredhel, repeated six times. Gulamendis read aloud, “Entering Harlech.”
  


  
    “I believe it’s pronounced ‘Har-leech.’”
  


  
    “Leech, lech? What does it matter?” He resumed reading. “Entering Harlech. Cross the line and you are peace-bound. Breaking the peace will result in fine, imprisonment, slavery, or death. Town Council of Harlech.”
  


  
    “They’re certainly generous in warning strangers,” commented Laromendis.
  


  
    They rode into the town. A group of moredhel, leading pack animals, were obviously on their way out of town. Several cast a glance at the two Star Elves, but none acknowledged them. There were two humans working a forge and they paused in their labours to gawk, as no taredhel had ever entered Harlech before.
  


  
    A small band of odd-looking creatures stood in a knot at one corner, deep in discussion. They were poorly dressed in ragged tunics and trousers, but heavily armed. Their faces were roughly human- or elf-like, with two eyes, a nose and a mouth, but their ears were pointed, their fang tips showed even when their mouths were closed, their faces were dominated by a heavy brow-ridge, their hair was black and coarse, and their skin was a bluish-green. “Goblins,” said Laromendis. “I’ve heard about them.”
  


  
    They rode until they found an inn with the sign of an animal painted bright silver hanging over the entrance. “This must be the Silver Otter,” said Gulamendis.
  


  
    Neither of them had ever seen an otter, but the likelihood of two taverns in the town having silver animals on their signs was remote.
  


  
    The inn was crowded. Gulamendis and Laromendis entered the room, shaking off the dust of the long ride. A dozen humans and two dwarves occupied the four tables, so the two Star Elves crossed to the bar. The barman was a scarred, heavy-set man holding a heavy cudgel, appearing ready for anything. “Something to drink?”
  


  
    The door opened and a moredhel warrior entered the inn, looked around, and went to the far end of the bar.
  


  
    Uncertain as to what to say, Gulamendis nodded. “Yes.”
  


  
    “What?” asked the barman.
  


  
    “I said, yes, I’d like something to drink.”
  


  
    “I mean, what do you want to drink?”
  


  
    “Oh,” Gulamendis looked at his brother. “What are we drinking?”
  


  
    “Wine?”
  


  
    “Don’t have any,” said the bartender. “Word is, all the wine from the south has been bought up, so we got ale and spirits.”
  


  
    “Ale, then,” said Laromendis.
  


  
    A few moments later, two large pewter jacks of ale were put on the bar. “Ten coppers,” said the barman.
  


  
    The brothers exchanged looks. They had spent all their gold on the two horses, certain they were being taken advantage of by the trader at the Sky Post, but as the elves with them also had little experience with Kingdom coin, they had paid his price. Laromendis nodded, closed his eyes and moved his fingers across the bar. The barman scooped up something, dumped them in his pouch and moved off. The brothers drank and Laromendis said, “This is good.”
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed his brother.
  


  
    The moredhel who had been standing quietly at the end of the bar moved down to stand beside them and said something in a language neither understood. Seeing incomprehension on their faces, he switched to another dialect of the elven language. “Forgive me, but I’m not used to speaking to outlanders. I said, you’d better drink up before the barman realizes his purse is light ten coppers.”
  


  
    “You saw that?” asked Gulamendis.
  


  
    Nodding, the moredhel said, “I was sent to find you.”
  


  
    “Us?”
  


  
    “Unless there are more of the Star People wandering around Harlech, then yes, I was sent to find you two.”
  


  
    “By whom?” asked Laromendis.
  


  
    “My clan leader. I am Chovech of the Hamandien, a Snow Leopard. My leader is Liallan. She sent me here a week ago. I was told to wait until two of the taredhel arrived in Harlech, then to bring them to her camp.”
  


  
    “How did she know we were coming?”
  


  
    “She is Liallan.” Chovech inclined his head toward the barman, who was hefting his pouch. “Come.”
  


  
    They followed him outside and saw that a third horse had been tied next to theirs. “Follow,” said Chovech. “Our camp is just a few days north of here.”
  


  
    The brothers remounted and exchanged a look that said they feared they would never again sleep in a bed.
  


  
    

  


  
    Three days they rode, past cascading waters from the hills, up into the forested foothills north of the grasslands, then into the thicker growth that abounded at the foot of the peaks known simply as the Great Northern Mountains. While the taredhel could be considered reticent by human standards, the moredhel guide was close to being a mute. He ignored the brothers as they shared their wonder at discovering new things wherever they looked.
  


  
    Laromendis had visited Midkemia as an advance scout for his people and had been the one to identify it as the ancient home of the elves, so he had travelled within the Kingdom and to the cities of men. Even so, much of what he saw struck him with wonder.
  


  
    After a generation of fighting demons across the stars, watching entire planets destroyed by magic, steel, and fire, the sight of the pristine beauty of the Northlands moved both brothers. The only other time they had felt this awe had been on their visits to Elvandar, but here was a different kind of wonder— nature without even the elves’ touch. They marvelled at majestic elk and herds of deer, a massive brown bear, and in the distance, sunning himself on a rock one afternoon, a northern lion, his copper-red mane looking like flame in the sun. The eagles and hawks that soared overhead were icons of freedom and beauty.
  


  
    The third night, they found a camp of moredhel, a band of hunters from a clan Chovech called “Thunder Buffalo,” who offered them a place at their fire. Like Chovech, these Dark Elves were taciturn around strangers, though they did appear curious about their distant cousins from the stars. Chovech spoke little, but occasionally he would volunteer an observation. Before going to sleep the third night, he said, “They’re curious how two men, so big and apparently powerful, have delicate hands like women.”
  


  
    The brothers took the remark in silence, glancing at one another. Just before falling asleep, Laromendis whispered, “Well, we are among primitives.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The fourth day found them arriving at a recently erected palisade of wood. “Here we are,” said Chovech, leading them through the gate. “The Hamandien. We are the Snow Leopards.”
  


  
    The brothers were impressed by the size of the community. There were easily fifty tents behind the palisade. A very large tent of stitched hides stood in a small clearing, and before it was a forge where a smith was working iron.
  


  
    “Where is Liallan?”
  


  
    Chovech pointed up a gully where a rough path had been pounded out by horses’ hooves. “That way. You ride for maybe half a day, then if you get lost, ask.”
  


  
    The guide obviously saw his work as finished, so the brothers started up the gully. When they reached the peak, they stopped. “Gods of the stars,” said Gulamendis.
  


  
    “Indeed,” said his brother.
  


  
    Arrayed below in a shallow valley were at least three hundred more tents. “There’s a lot of them, aren’t there?”
  


  
    “This is one clan?” asked Laromendis.
  


  
    “I don’t think we’ll have trouble finding this Liallan,” said Gulamendis, pointing to a huge pavilion on a rise overlooking the camp.
  


  
    His brother nodded and they set off.
  


  
    The ride would have been shorter had there been a direct route, but it was nearly sundown before they arrived before Lillian’s pavilion. When they reined in before it, a pair of guards looked at them with an unspoken question.
  


  
    “I think we are expected,” said Gulamendis. They dismounted.
  


  
    One of the guards vanished inside and returned five minutes later. He held open a large flap and they entered. The pavilion was sprawling, several big tents placed together and divided one from another by curtains. The exterior was like the rest, of overlapping leather hides fitted around the tent poles, but the interior was opulent, to the tastes of the taredhel. Beneath their feet were colourful woollen rugs and heavy furs to keep at bay the chill of the ground below.
  


  
    A woman stood waiting, and both brothers recognized the authority with which she carried herself. They were forced to crouch slightly, given their height, but they executed full bows before the mistress of the Snow Leopards.
  


  
    “Welcome,” she said in a voice that was soft and melodic.
  


  
    She motioned for them to sit and she sat in one elegant motion. The brothers glanced at one another. This woman was no primitive. She would have blended in with the most murderous politics of the Regent’s Meet, if it still existed.
  


  
    “Your coming was foretold,” she said. A pair of servants, young moredhel women, appeared and trays of food were placed before the brothers. Prince Calin had told them of moredhel hospitality, so each took a delicacy from the trays and ate. It was a welcoming gesture that guaranteed their safety so long as they were under Lillian’s roof.
  


  
    “Then you know our reason for being here?” asked Laromendis.
  


  
    “No,” answered Liallan. All elves looked young until the last forty or fifty years of their life, so she was obviously old by elven standards, for there were tiny lines around her eyes and the edges of her mouth. Her raven hair had a hint of grey at the temples, but her body still looked slender and fit in her red woollen trousers, blouse of fine cream silk, and black leather vest. Both brothers drew the same conclusion: that she could at will be stunningly seductive or efficiently murderous. She smiled and said, “I only knew you were coming. Now, tell me why.”
  


  
    Laromendis said, “I will assume you know how we came back to this world, and about our city. Should you need more detail, I will answer your questions, but for the moment, let me begin with the night we found we were betrayed.” He took a breath, as if to focus his thoughts on painful memories. “We were sleeping when Tanderae, the Loremaster of the Clan of the Seven Stars, woke us and told us to follow him. We dressed quickly and left our quarters, hurrying to the main complex of the Regent’s Meet and the portal room. When we got there, three soldiers were waiting for us: the captain of the Sentinels, Egun, and two of his soldiers. To both of us, as well as the two Sentinels with the captain, Tanderae said, ‘The captain and I witnessed something… unbelievable, but we need you to believe us.’
  


  
    “One of the soldiers said, ‘Whatever the captain says will be true,’ and his companion nodded. That is when Tanderae told us that the Regent Lord had summoned a creature, something from the Forbidden, within the portal room.”
  


  
    “The Forbidden?” asked Liallan.
  


  
    “All that is known by only the most trusted loremasters and…” Gulamendis glanced at his brother, “a few others about the time before the taredhel left Midkemia during the Ancient Ones’ war against the gods that the humans call the Chaos Wars.”
  


  
    Liallan nodded. “The knowledge of the Ancient Ones is closely guarded… Yes, I understand. Say on.”
  


  
    Laromendis picked up the narrative: “We knew enough of the ancient lore to realize the implications. The two soldiers only knew that the Forbidden was an area of history denied to the Clan of the Seven Stars by Regents’ edict since the departure from this world, but they instantly recognized there was something gravely wrong and deferred to Captain Egun’s wisdom.”
  


  
    Gulamendis added, “Which we fervently hope will be the attitude of the rest of the Sentinels. The Lord Regent can muster some of the most powerful magic-users among his Meet, but they are few in number. More of the magicians would be opposed to anything regarding the Forbidden, so the balance would teeter on where the Sentinels stand.”
  


  
    Laromendis nodded. “Tanderae said we would not be missed for a while, so we needed to depart that night for Elvandar. We were to tell Lord Tomas we needed him in E’bar to deal with the Regent. Understand that Tomas by his very existence was part of the Forbidden: he was the Forbidden manifest.”
  


  
    Gulamendis added, “I knew more of the Forbidden than any other elf besides the Loremaster, by dint of my mastery of demons, for all demon-lore is considered part of the Forbidden. The only reason I am still alive is because my ability to summon, control, or destroy these infernal creatures was important in the war against the demons.”
  


  
    “I wouldn’t let that be widely known,” said Liallan. “Even among the shamans it’s frowned upon.” She smiled. “Place-your-head-on-a-pole frowned upon.”
  


  
    “Understood,” Gulamendis continued. “Early on in the war, the demon-summoners were blamed for the attacks, and were hunted down and put to death. The Circle of Light— a society of scholars that my brother and I were members of— objected and fell into disfavour with the Regent Lord. The organization’s effectiveness was first blunted, then it was finally disbanded. Tanderae was very young when it was dissolved, as was Laromendis, and so they escaped the social stigma and political tarnish that more established members had endured.”
  


  
    Laromendis nodded agreement. “But we were still regarded with suspicion. Tanderae was the only one from the Circle to rise in importance, because he had a powerful mentor, his predecessor.”
  


  
    Gulamendis finished by saying, “A galasmancer named Ilderan transported us to a flag point, a magical marker left by scouts so galasmancers can create portals to a specific location to ensure no one is materialized inside a rock or twenty feet in the air.”
  


  
    Laromendis said, “I was that scout. I placed the point flags when I scouted to the north of that valley, upon first arrival. I made an almost-complete circuit of the Bitter Sea when I first scouted for the Regent. So I knew the route to Elvandar, our first destination. We were an hour down the trail when we heard a faint booming noise, like very distant thunder. Then came a strange, shifting sensation, bordering on a moment of vertigo. So we climbed an outcrop that took us up to a rocky vantage point where no trees grew and we saw, in the sky to the south, a red beacon of light shooting into the night sky.”
  


  
    “What was it?” asked Liallan.
  


  
    “I had no idea until a human girl, Lady Bethany of Carse, arrived at Elvandar. She carried word from Tanderae as well as coming to find her mother, and others from Crydee who had fled the Keshians during their war.
  


  
    “Tanderae’s convinced the Lord Regent and his followers were all destroyed within the red dome after the monstrosity they’d summoned arrive in E’bar.”
  


  
    “A fitting end to traitors,” suggested Liallan with a dismissive wave of her hand. “So you found the elf queen.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Laromendis. “We told our story to her and her consort and they pondered it.”
  


  
    “They pondered?” asked the leader of the Snow Leopards.
  


  
    “Until Lady Bethany arrived,” said Gulamendis, “bringing word from Tanderae. Then they acted, at once sending four of their Spellweavers to aid the magicians in E’bar, with more to follow.”
  


  
    Liallan turned her head and stared off into the distance for a moment. “How like them,” she said. “They pondered. They debated. They considered.” She sighed. “They live in a world where time doesn’t pass and…” She let the words fall away. “So you discovered what that red light was?”
  


  
    “A beacon— at least that’s what Tanderae thought,” Gulamendis replied. “What Lady Bethany had to say was disturbing, mostly because the descriptions are sketchy.”
  


  
    “Say on,” commanded Liallan.
  


  
    “Creatures of shadow escape from the bubble of light surrounding the city,” said Laromendis. “Sentinels defend the magic-casters and eventually destroy these creatures, whatever they are. We know they are not demonic. We’ve fought demons too long—”
  


  
    “So these creatures…?”
  


  
    “In your lore, do you have the Forbidden?”
  


  
    “If I understand your question, not the way you mean,” said the leader of the Snow Leopards. “If you’re speaking of the Time Before, when we were in thrall to the Ancient Ones? It’s not Forbidden to speak of such things, but it’s frowned upon.”
  


  
    “Head-on-pole frowned upon?” asked Laromendis.
  


  
    She nodded.
  


  
    “In the queen’s court,” said Gulamendis, “a name was given to us. Cetswaya.”
  


  
    Liallan tilted her head slightly, as if curious. “From whom did you hear that name?”
  


  
    “A Spellweaver of the Eldar: Janil.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Liallan. “Continue.”
  


  
    “E’bar calls for magical help in battling these smoke-and-shadow beings. The Queen of Elvandar had already dispatched Spellweavers. We were told you have powerful shaman among your clans, including this Cetswaya.”
  


  
    “He is the shaman of the Ice Bears, my nephew Arkan’s clan.”
  


  
    “We have heard that name,” said Laromendis.
  


  
    “Arkan?”
  


  
    “He was in Ylith with the queen’s son, Calis.”
  


  
    “Really?” She fell silent. Then she told a servant, “Send for Arjuda.”
  


  
    The young moredhel woman withdrew and Liallan asked, “So, my nephew?”
  


  
    “We were told by Lady Bethany,” said Gulamendis, “that he met Prince Calis in Ylith, and while the city was besieged he helped defend it from the Keshians.”
  


  
    “Killing humans is never a problem,” quipped Liallan.
  


  
    “I’m vague on the details,” continued the demon-master, “but Arkan was on some errand to find a human sorcerer, and Calis, who had carried messages for the queen, decided to continue on with him. Lady Bethany said they departed together with a human woman and man.”
  


  
    Liallan sighed. “So many disturbing things…” She regarded the two taredhel. “You from the stars, you have no idea of what you left behind.” She leaned forward on her cushion. “You and I are descended from the same stock. We were closest to the Ancient Ones, our masters. The Queen of Elvandar descends from those who cared for this world, and their ties to the soil are the deepest. The eldar were the librarians, the scholars, those who attempted to bring order out of the unending stream of loot and artefacts brought back to this world by our Dragon Lord masters. But we were the ones who served, who stood at their sides, who filled their beds, who endured their whims and wrath.” She sat back. “And in the best and worst ways, we were the most like them. When the Chaos Wars erupted, and our masters flew to whatever fate waited for them, and we became a free people, you Star Elves vanished. You simply left.” She looked from Gulamendis to Laromendis. “We stayed, while you fled.”
  


  
    The brothers exchanged glances. “We are taught that this world was in peril, balancing on the edge of destruction, and some among our people had the art of galasmancery, and opened a portal, escaping to a world unknown to the Ancient Ones.”
  


  
    Liallan said, “Thereby leaving the rest of us behind.”
  


  
    “We… we are not taught that way,” said Gulamendis.
  


  
    “I doubt you would be,” Liallan said. “What’s taking that old man so long?” She leaned forward to glimpse out the open entrance to her pavilion, then turned back to the two taredhel. “What we began— the struggles, the clan rivalry, the brutality— all this was necessary. We forged a nation of warriors in blood and fire, and fought for supremacy with invaders from other worlds, humans, dwarves, orcs—”
  


  
    “Orcs? We’ve heard no tales of them,” said Gulamendis.
  


  
    “We hunted them down and destroyed them utterly, as did the dwarves,” said the ruler of the Snow Leopards. “Their lesser kin we let live as long as they ceased opposing us, so goblins are still around. We left the elves in Elvandar to themselves, until our own young heard the call of their queen.” She looked at the twins. “Our ties to this world are profound, for we are the first race after our masters to be born of this world. Those in Aglaranna’s court are closest to those ties, so of course some would feel the tug.
  


  
    “But we cannot allow it, for we are a free people and will never bend knee to that woman. Some of us sought to emulate our masters, and some were driven mad by their ambition. Others sought to isolate themselves in the forests of the south. Others across the sea were so isolated they became like the humans who surrounded them.” She paused. “But things change. If we answer E’bar’s call, we shall have a reckoning.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” asked Laromendis.
  


  
    “Your Lord Regent, in his arrogance, sent an envoy to instruct us as to how we must behave should any of our clans venture south of the River Boundary. He dictated to clans that occupied those hills and forests in the Green Heart for centuries while you were out flying among the stars. He said, should they return home, they must bend knee to him.”
  


  
    “I suspect,” said Gulamendis, “the Lord Regent will not be dictating conditions to anyone any more. If what Tanderae says he saw was true, the Lord Regent, and most of his Meet, are already dead.”
  


  
    “Then we will deal with your new masters. Who will rule?”
  


  
    “A new Meet,” said Gulamendis. “Tanderae will probably be the next Lord Regent.”
  


  
    Further discussion was interrupted by the arrival of a very old man wearing a robe and a necklace of charms. “Mistress,” he said, bowing.
  


  
    “This is Arjuda, my shaman.” She indicated that he should sit. “Now, tell him what you told me,” she ordered, and the two brothers retold their story.
  


  
    When they had finished, the shaman was silent for a very long time, then said, “I am troubled, Liallan. Of late I’ve had dreams, and there have been portents. I have consulted the smoke and looked into the waters.”
  


  
    “What did you see?” she asked.
  


  
    “Time as we know it is ending and the new time will be forged by other hands if we do not act, but the risk is grave.”
  


  
    “How grave?”
  


  
    “Our people— all our kin, no matter how changed or distant— all of us stand before an abyss. From within that abyss comes a darkness so profound that it could be the end of all of us.”
  


  
    Liallan was silent. Unlike some shamans, Arjuda was not given to theatrics or histrionics to add conviction to his foretelling. His skills were without question. Then she said, “Janil sent these two to find Cetswaya.”
  


  
    “Wise,” said Arjuda. “He is among the very few I would place ahead of myself in understanding such things.”
  


  
    “Where abides Cetswaya?”
  


  
    “To the north,” answered the old shaman. “As his father Arkan commanded, Antesh has taken the Ice Bears into the icelands again, to await such a time as they are safe to return.”
  


  
    “Why do I think such a time may not come?” She rose. “Use your dream-magic to summon Cetswaya and his clan south,” she instructed Arjuda. “Can you do that?”
  


  
    “I can try. Dream-magic between Cetswaya and myself has always been strong, but you’d do well to send a fast rider north to seek out the Ice Bears. They intend to enter the floes at the Black Ice Massive, on the shores of the frozen sea to the north of Sar-Sargoth. From there they will migrate east. The broken floes are thick with seal, walrus, and ice birds.”
  


  
    “I will send runners, for I think the shamans of the clans of the north must meet. Then we must plan to move south.”
  


  
    Laromendis said, “You’ll aid us then?”
  


  
    “You sound surprised.”
  


  
    “I hoped, but didn’t expect. Why?”
  


  
    Softly she said, “Because at night, I dream of dragons.”
  


  
    She signalled the two Star Elves to follow her and led them and Arjuda outside.
  


  
    She merely motioned and within minutes word was travelling through the camp that she would speak. A three-step platform was carried out by four strong moredhel warriors and she mounted it. Within minutes, the larger part of her people had gathered below on the hillside and down in the valley. She called out in a surprisingly strong and clear voice, “My people! Send the word to our brethren and our allies to gather. Send word to the humans at the Inclindel Gap, and to the Hadati tribes in the hills of Yabon, and to the eledhel in Elvandar. We will trouble them not if they do not hinder our passing, but we shall crush any who stand in our way.
  


  
    “In five days as the sun rises, the Snow Leopards will go south. We shall take the Inclindel Gap and pass through the land of the Hadati, past the borders of Elvandar, to E’bar to aid our besieged cousins, the taredhel!
  


  
    “My people, ready yourselves! The Snow Leopards march to war!”
  


  



  • Chapter Eighteen •


  


  Travel


  
    

  


  
    Jim Dasher gripped the sheet.
  


  
    The Roldem naval messenger ship Lord Archibald leaped through the combers as it swung around the southernmost point of Kingdom Island, a large, barren and uninhabited islet in the westernmost bay of the Sea of Kingdoms. It was one of the navy’s fastest cutters, and it was shadowing Prince Oliver’s fleet. Oliver had received word from his agents that Salador had marched on Silden, meaning that the coast between the two cities would be clear. It was his intention to land his army somewhere beneficial, organize them and march to confront Edward.
  


  
    Over the previous few months, Jim had used every resource at his disposal to discover what he could about Oliver’s plans. Prince Oliver of Maladon and Simrick had cooperated by allowing his patience to wear thin. It had become obvious over the previous month that the Congress of Lords would not convene to crown a new king until a single clear claimant to the throne emerged.
  


  
    All the voting nobles were in the field, under arms, or holed up in their castles awaiting the outcome. As the winners would vote and the losers would be in chains or dead, it was a foregone conclusion that the winning side in this conflict would end up naming the new king.
  


  
    The Congress of Lords was largely a good thing in Jim’s opinion, when rival claimants agreed to adjudicate their differences peacefully; but when there was no clear claimant and the different sides had no intention of a peaceful settlement, civil war was the result.
  


  
    Oliver had made his bargain with Chadwick of Ran. When the dust settled, Chadwick’s holdings would be likely to have appreciated by more than half, as would his revenues, and he would be the richest and most powerful duke in the Kingdom. Moreover, Chadwick’s idiot son would be given Montgomery’s position of Earl of Rillanon, effectively governor of the home island, when Montgomery was named Duke of Rillanon— which would occur as soon as Oliver took the throne and the current Duke of Rillanon died. And Oliver would ensure the latter followed the former quickly, Jim was certain.
  


  
    Jim was also certain that Montgomery’s tenure would be a short one, ostensibly to show forgiveness of previous rivals, though Montgomery was a threat to no one, and eventually old Monty would be replaced by one of Oliver’s favourites.
  


  
    What Oliver didn’t know was Jim Dasher Jamison, Count of this, Baronet of that, occasional thief, murderer, and professional liar, had tampered with his intelligence. Jim had intercepted messages from various vassals to Oliver and had tinkered with them for over a month now. He had learned long ago that the best lie was wrapped in truth. So rather than confuse Oliver with blatant disinformation, he had lulled him with slightly altered truths.
  


  
    Oliver expected an unopposed landing on a wide stretch of coast due south of Malac’s Cross, which would put him on a beach below the headlands just two miles from where the Western Highway intersected the road between Salador and Silden. From there it would be a march due west to the Fields of Albalyn. He expected to be safe on both flanks, with Duke Arthur holding both Silden and Salador. His only threat was from Charles of Bas-Tyra, since their falling out, but because Bas-Tyra’s only route to aid Edward would be through Silden, Arthur of Salador would keep him from reaching Edward before the issue was decided.
  


  
    Oliver also didn’t know that while Bas-Tyra’s ships were tightly packed around Rillanon, proudly flying banners— isolated and confined by Oliver’s allies— Charles had the loan of a separate fleet, that one being Roldem’s. Charles was either already with Edward or would be shortly.
  


  
    It had taken a very persuasive Lady Franciezka Sorboz’s constant pressure on the king, coupled with King Carole’s own history of dealings with Oliver, to convince him that Roldem could not stand neutral in this coming civil war. It was clear that Oliver, should he take the Isles, would immediately become a threat to Roldem’s control of Olasko, and perhaps even to the home island itself.
  


  
    Jim had met with Lady Franciezka briefly in Salador, both of them in disguise, and had departed two days before her. He trusted in her wits and abilities to get herself out of Arthur’s city and to Prince Edward, but he found himself worrying about her, and he hated that he worried. Their relationship was very complicated, as she was the only woman he genuinely loved, despite her having tried to have him killed twice. He turned his mind away from her and back to his current plan.
  


  
    He had used his Tsurani orb to get to Rillanon and found that Oliver’s fleet had departed. After leaving his grandfather, Jim had availed himself of a talented young magician named Donato to transport him back to Rillanon, after a brief meeting with King Carole to cement the alliance between the Isles and Roldem, then returned to dine with his grandfather.
  


  
    The next morning he had boarded the Lord Archibald at first light. Once the ship’s captain read James’s letter of free passage signed by the King of Roldem himself, and bearing the royal seal, ordering any and all to give aid to the bearer, Jim was underway. In less than three days they had overtaken Oliver’s fleet and then began to shadow them. They could see the sails of the trailing ships until they reached Kingdom Isle, where Oliver’s fleet swung around to the north, heading for the coast south of Malac’s Cross, and the Lord Archibald swung south, heading for Salador.
  


  
    Jim, not for the first time, wished the damned orb had more settings, or he could somehow learn the magician’s trick of popping in and out of where they wanted to be, but at least he was arriving in Salador after Bas-Tyra’s army had occupied it. Waiting for the ship to berth, Jim reviewed his plan again.
  


  
    Oliver would land unopposed, and word would reach him that all was proceeding as planned. The only difference would be that when Oliver marched into Albalyn he would discover that the army he faced was twice the size of the one he anticipated and that no aid would be forthcoming from Silden or Salador.
  


  
    Still, Jim worried. History was full of battles in which the smaller army was victorious. Oliver’s biggest advantage was that his was an army with a core of battle-hardened Eastern Kingdom soldiers, mean bastards tempered by years of border clashes. Edward’s army comprised mostly westerners, and their primary tasks had been fighting disorganized bandits, goblin bands, or the occasional bar brawl on the frontiers between rival garrisons.
  


  
    His single greatest concern would be how Arthur of Salador reacted to the news that his city was taken. That bit of theatrics relied on a very stalwart commander named du Gale holding Silden for two weeks, and then Arthur fleeing to the east when hearing of Salador’s fall. Jim’s worst nightmare was Arthur taking Silden before the Roldem ship with the green banner arrived, or returning to Salador at the head of his army, marching right into Oliver’s forces and joining up with them.
  


  
    The captain gave orders and the ship began losing sail as it hove into sight of the city. Jim would land at Salador and see if Franciezka was safely gone and find out what, if any, news from Silden had reached the garrison. Then he would find a horse and make for the Fields of Albalyn. He had done everything he could and now the players were on their predetermined positions on the board.
  


  
    He had nothing left but to stand at his king’s side, when Edward was victorious, or to lie dead next to him.
  


  
    

  


  
    Salador was chaotic, as Jim had expected, but it was the level of chaos that troubled him. He made his way past a company of Roldemish marines who were stationed on the dock to guard their ships, and then looked for some sign of who might be in charge. He saw a squad of soldiers from Bas-Tyra standing at the corner and made his way over to them. A corporal saw him coming, tried to appraise him by his dress and decided a neutral course of action was appropriate.
  


  
    “Sir?” he said in a noncommittal tone.
  


  
    “Where is the Duke of Bas-Tyra?” Jim asked.
  


  
    “Departed a few days ago with the bulk of the army.” The soldier glanced around as if not wanting to be overheard. “We sailed in and found about two hundred city watch— most of them conscripts— and some louts up in the duke’s castle trying to be all heroic, and in about four hours we had the city in hand. Not that it’s my place to speak ill of my betters, but my wife and kids could have defended this city with more heart. It’s as if the Duke of Salador had no notion anyone might see an undefended city as an opportunity.”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “I think he had bad intelligence.”
  


  
    “Well, I’m not speaking of his intelligence, mind you, him being a duke and all, but seems to me if you’re taking your army somewhere else, best leave enough men behind to make sure you have somewhere to return to, if you take my meaning.”
  


  
    “I do. Who’s in charge?”
  


  
    “That would be Captain Ronsard. He’s provost of the city and commander of the garrison. He’s over in the barracks.”
  


  
    “Thank you, Corporal.”
  


  
    Jim left the knot of soldiers behind and worked his way through the crowd. The city was simmering just below the level of a full-blown riot. He could smell it on the wind.
  


  
    No doubt Duke Arthur had left the city with a show of pomp and confidence, brave men in the mustard and crimson of Salador marching off to conquer for the new king. Rumours would be rampant, and those merchants, whores, beggars and thieves who hadn’t followed the army were all salivating over the prospect of a conquering army returning home loaded with booty. Then, a few weeks later, another army sailed into the harbour under cover of night and whatever was left of the local military was easily overcome. One night the citizenry went to bed with the banner of Salador snapping bravely in the breeze, then the next morning they awoke to see the black-and-gold banner of Bas-Tyra overhead. Those that could read found edicts nailed to every corner that the city was now under martial law, imposed by the Duke of Bas-Tyra on behalf of the Crown.
  


  
    Suddenly goods would become scarce, for whatever Bas-Tyra didn’t confiscate would be hidden away against shortages. People were suddenly frightened, and despite order being maintained, it was maintained under threat of violence from an invading army.
  


  
    Jim knew it would take skilful management to avoid riots, looting, and wholesale bloodshed during the occupation. He worked through a very crowded section of the city near the southern gate and passed a strange assortment of onlookers. There were very old men, and very young boys, but no one between the ages of fifteen and fifty. The women were gathered in clutches, whispering, as if afraid of being overheard. He realized that a day or two after he and Franciezka had met in this city, some sort of muster must have been called, as there wasn’t a man of fighting age not in uniform to be seen. That didn’t mean the city was safe from violence; old men and young women could run rampant through the streets just as easily as a mob of drunken men. There was likelihood of a full-scale rebellion.
  


  
    Jim reached the barracks and asked for directions to the captain’s location. He found the office and an orderly announced him.
  


  
    “Yes?” said the captain impatiently.
  


  
    “I just arrived on a Roldemish cutter, Captain.” Jim handed over a parchment and waited.
  


  
    The captain read it and his entire manner changed. “My lord,” he said, handing it back. It was a carte blanche Jim had written himself, signed by his grandfather and bearing the duke’s seal.
  


  
    “How stands Salador?”
  


  
    “As you no doubt saw,” the captain rose from behind his desk, “the city is verging on insurrection and riot. I’ve given orders that should riot erupt, my men are to pull back to this garrison.”
  


  
    “Wise,” said Jim.
  


  
    “How can I be of aid, my lord?”
  


  
    “I need a horse.”
  


  
    “A moment,” said the captain. He picked up quill and leaned over to pen an order, signed it, and handed it to Jim. “Take your pick at the stable, though I would appreciate it if you’d pass over the big grey gelding; that’s my horse.” He smiled.
  


  
    “I’ll find another,” said Jim. “Tell me, have you encountered a lady of Roldem here?”
  


  
    “Not to my knowledge,” said the captain. “A specific lady, I take it.”
  


  
    “Very,” said Jim, thinking Franciezka must have found a way out of the city. Had she been in hiding when Bas-Tyra had arrived, she would surely have made herself known to the duke.
  


  
    A shout from outside caused both men to go to the door. A guardsman ran up and said, “Captain, we have sight of a large column of dust from the north.”
  


  
    “That can’t be good,” said the captain.
  


  
    “Perhaps not bad, either,” said Jim. “May I join you?”
  


  
    Given the rank of this mysterious traveller and the carte blanche he carried, the captain realized asking permission was simply good manners, but he appreciated it and nodded.
  


  
    Both men climbed the steps to the city walls and moved to the northern tower. From the roof they peered northward.
  


  
    “It’s a big company,” said Captain Ronsard.
  


  
    As they watched, the cloud of dust grew larger.
  


  
    One of the lookouts said, “It’s a bleeding army, sir.”
  


  
    “What banner?”
  


  
    “Can’t see yet, Captain.”
  


  
    Time dragged on and Jim waited. If things had gone according to plan in Silden, there was little threat. But if things hadn’t gone as planned, the approaching force could prove disastrous for Prince Edward and the Kingdom.
  


  
    Finally the lookout said, “They fly no standards, but they’re wearing Salador colours, Captain!”
  


  
    Jim asked, “Who rides in the van?”
  


  
    “No officers I can see, sir. Their horse are on the flank, riding at a walk, keeping pace with the infantry.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Jim. He turned to Captain Ronsard and said, “I expect you’ll find a captain, lieutenant, or perhaps even a sergeant in command of that army. But if there’s one nobleman left I’ll be surprised.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure I take your meaning, sir.”
  


  
    “That’s the army of Salador come home, without the duke.”
  


  
    “Is Duke Arthur dead, you think?”
  


  
    “More likely trying to find a way to ride around Bas-Tyra and seek asylum with Chadwick of Ran.” Jim headed toward the stairs. “I’ll take that horse now, just in case whoever’s in charge of that army isn’t in a good mood. But if I’m right, you’ll need to accept a lot of paroles for the rest of this day. Promise them whatever it takes, but start with back-pay. Tear apart Duke Arthur’s apartments— he thought he was coming back, so I expect much of his personal wealth is secreted there somewhere, likely a treasure room next to his own quarters, or somewhere in the lower dungeon. Make sure those men are disarmed, fed, given something to drink— not too much— and paid, and you’ll have little trouble. And you might even put some of them to work guarding their own city.”
  


  
    “I’m not sure any of this makes sense, my lord,” said Ronsard, but Jim had vanished down into the tower. The captain returned his attention to the approaching army. “As soon as that nobleman is out of the gates, I want them closed until we find out what this is all about.”
  


  
    “Sir,” said a nearby sentry, and he followed Jim down the steps.
  


  
    All eyes on the wall watched as the army of Salador slowly returned home.
  


  
    

  


  
    Jim rode without incident for two days. He had circled wide of the approaching army from the north, but rode close enough that he judged they’d be little trouble for Captain Ronsard and his garrison. From the look of them they were tired of fighting and just wanted to go home. The absence of mercenaries told Jim as much as he needed to know: Silden had withstood attack and the army of Salador had withdrawn. If he survived the rest of this coming war he’d read the reports and sift through the details later, but he knew that when this was over, an officer in Silden’s army— Knight-Marshall Geoffrey du Gale— should be sought out and personally thanked. Jim had left him in a very bad situation and it appeared he had made the best of it.
  


  
    The villages along the line of march between the coast and the Fields of Albalyn were deserted, as Jim had expected them to be. Villagers had an inbuilt sense of when trouble was headed their way and usually found places to be other than in front of approaching armies. The woods to the north and south of the highway would be speckled with camps and makeshift villages. These people had long experience of putting up a wattle-and-daub hut in short order. Some of the camps might even turn into permanent settlements.
  


  
    The road from Salador intersected the road from Malac’s Cross, a point accepted as the de facto line separating the Eastern and Western Realms of the Kingdom. Jim circled south and west around that particular intersection, as Oliver had no doubt put a company there, protecting his beachhead. He paused and stared up the road. In the matter of a few weeks, Prince Oliver and his army would be marching down this road to about where Jim sat his horse. Within a week after that, he would march over a rise and see a sweeping vista of fields, freshly harvested and now empty, dominated at the north by a rising tor. On that tor rested an ancient fortress, a single keep abandoned centuries ago, but once the first Kingdom fortification in what would become the Western Realm. The Tower of Albalyn, which gave its name to the fields below.
  


  
    There Oliver would be looking up at a deceptively long rise: he would have to charge his men uphill at Prince Edward’s entrenched army. If all went according to plan, the battle would be over in a day, with Oliver crushing himself against Edward’s position.
  


  
    At least that was Jim’s plan, and his hope.
  


  
    And Jim Dasher was enough of a realist to know that nothing ever goes as planned.
  


  
    He rode on.
  


  
    

  


  
    Jim spied the sentries along the ridgeline east of the fields and rode slowly to the two guards stationed along the highway. He waved casually and when he reached them, one said, “Your business?”
  


  
    Without speaking, Jim handed down his warrant of passage and the guard looked at it and handed it to his companion. Jim realized neither could read and said, “Message for Prince Edward from the Duke of Rillanon.”
  


  
    Alone, he was hardly a threat to Prince Edward, who was surrounded by several thousand soldiers, so they waved him along. He rode at a slow trot, his eyes travelling over the terrain. There were a dozen features that caught his eye, small deviations from the maps that had him recalculating a possible battle strategy. He stopped: there was a tent full of generals, marshals, dukes, and a prince to conduct this battle. There was unlikely to be anything he noticed that they had missed.
  


  
    When he reached the lines, a captain who could read glanced at his document, waved him through and pointed out the prince’s pavilion. There, a lackey took his mount and he entered. Several familiar faces greeted him as he approached Prince Edward and bowed. “Highness.”
  


  
    “Lord Jamison,” said the prince. “I hope you bring good news.”
  


  
    “As good as can be had in a war. Oliver follows the trail we left him, like a dog after a rabbit.” He removed his gauntlets and took an offered cup of wine. “Good,” he said after taking a drink. He looked around the room, nodding greetings to all.
  


  
    The Dukes of Yabon, Darkmoor, Bas-Tyra, Krondor, Durony’s Vale, Sutherland, Silden, and Crydee were attending the prince, as were the other court officers. Jim noticed his cousin Richard standing next to the Duke of Krondor and nodded to him. He didn’t particularly like his cousin, but he respected him and was surprised to discover he was here. A dozen commanders were awaiting word of Oliver’s army approaching from the east, and reviewing plans to anticipate every contingency.
  


  
    Jim turned to Prince Edward. “I left Salador three days ago, after I had followed Oliver’s fleet towards their beachhead. They did as anticipated and landed directly east of the Western Highway.”
  


  
    “How soon?”
  


  
    “If he doesn’t lag or piss around too much, two weeks, three at the outside. He’s got seasick horses, men who’ve been barracked a long time: he probably needs to forage and establish his scouts and skirmishers. Most importantly, he has to set up his base for his line of march. He’s got to unload a lot of cargo and be ready to resupply if this turns into a long campaign.”
  


  
    “How many men?” asked the Duke of Darkmoor.
  


  
    “Silden cost him most of the western mercenaries,” said Jim with a smile. “They didn’t like fighting and not getting paid. And he’s lost Salador, which is close to two thousand men. But he’s got all of Maladon and Simrick, eastern mercenaries, and Dolth, Euper, Tiburn, Timons, and Romney marching with him.”
  


  
    “What of Ran?” asked Edward. “Chadwick made a deal with Oliver, correct?”
  


  
    “All our intelligence says that was so,” Jim answered. “Chadwick is not with Oliver, but that doesn’t mean he’s not causing mischief somewhere.”
  


  
    “Without Chadwick’s army, we can crush them,” said the Duke of Yabon.
  


  
    “My Lord of Crydee,” Edward said, “you have that same look your father got when he had something to say, but didn’t want to say it.”
  


  
    Hal had been quietly standing to one side, being the youngest duke in the tent, but he frowned deeply at Edward’s remarks. Then, looking a little self-conscious, he stepped up to the maps and put the battlefield map on top of the one Jim used. “If I were Prince Oliver, I wouldn’t be marching up that highway as expected, but waiting, taking my time, perhaps sending some patrols west to keep you worried.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked the prince.
  


  
    “To stall for time,” answered Jim Dasher. He looked at Hal. “You expect Chadwick of Ran to arrive, don’t you?”
  


  
    “Not by ship,” said Hal. “If Chadwick set off as soon as he made his agreement with Oliver, steady and easy, not punishing his men with twenty miles a day, but half that, he’d be about here.”
  


  
    Again the shuffling of maps, with Hal’s finger stabbing the town of Sloop. “Lord Romney had already left to take up position with Oliver, so Chadwick can move his entire army without anyone except some farmers noticing him cutting through the south end of that duchy. Then he continues down the old logging highway from Sloop along the edge of the Dimwood, to Sethanon.”
  


  
    “And drops in behind us once the fighting starts,” said the prince. “No one has ever accused old Chad of being a fool, and if he comes in that way…” He shook his head.
  


  
    Jim closed his eyes. “I didn’t see that.”
  


  
    “You can’t see everything,” said a female voice from the shadows in the corner of the tent.
  


  
    Jim’s expression went from one of deep concern to a broad smile as he said without looking, “I am pleased my lady reached the prince untroubled.”
  


  
    Lady Franciezka laughed. “Oh, there was a bit of trouble, but nothing too difficult.” She moved to Jim’s side and added, “The politics of your nation is currently such that I think young Lord Henry is correct. For if both Prince Edward and Oliver were to fall in battle…”
  


  
    Jim cringed at missing something so obvious. “Chadwick calls for truce, both sides have no one to support, the war ends, and he’s…”
  


  
    “Left the sole legitimate claimant to the throne, and in command of the field,” finished Edward. “Montgomery wouldn’t dare to challenge his claim, even with your grandfather’s backing,” he added, looking at Jim. Then he looked at Hal for a long moment, but the young duke said nothing.
  


  
    “How do we deal with this?” asked the Duke of Yabon.
  


  
    Hal said, “If I take enough men to Sethanon and wait, I can slow him enough that by the time he gets here the battle will have been decided. Or, even if not, he won’t be a deciding factor.”
  


  
    “How many men do you need?” asked Edward.
  


  
    “I can make do with my men from Crydee and,” he looked at the Duke of Yabon, “another garrison.”
  


  
    “Take LaMut,” said the Duke of Yabon. “The Wolves are the best soldiers I have in my duchy.” He grinned at Prince Edward. “Most of them had Tsurani ancestors. You know what a bunch of tough little bastards they were.”
  


  
    “When do you leave?” Edward asked.
  


  
    Hal studied the map. “If Jim’s predictions about Oliver’s movements are accurate, we have plenty of time. Ten days to reach Sethanon…” He calculated. “That gives me enough time to rebuild the castle there,” he said with a grin.
  


  
    “Hardly,” said Jim, sharing the humour, “but certainly you have enough time to build a fortification he can’t afford to leave at his rear.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Prince Edward. “You’ll confer with us on your preparations and we’ll ensure all is ready when it’s time for you to depart. Who acts as your adjutant?”
  


  
    “My brother, Martin,” said Hal. Martin and Brendan were waiting in the Crydee ducal pavilion, the very same used by their father in years past. Brendan had arrived courtesy of Ruffio and had been catching up on the situation there after informing the Prince of Krondor about the events in the Grey Tower Mountains. “And I’d like to drag Ty Hawkins along.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “He’ll go. Make him your fourth, after your brother and the Earl of LaMut.”
  


  
    “Captain Hawkins it is, then,” said Hal.
  


  
    “I’ll send word to the Earl of LaMut,” said the Duke of Yabon.
  


  
    “I thank my lord,” said Hal. He said to Prince Edward, “I’d like to leave my youngest brother, Brendan, here…” He paused. “I’d like one of us away from the fight for the moment, if you’ve no objections?”
  


  
    “Of course.” The prince understood that the loss of his father was still fresh in Hal’s memory and that having both brothers at risk with him was asking too much.
  


  
    “If I may withdraw, I will start preparing a plan.”
  


  
    “Permission,” said Edward. Hal hurried out and the prince said, “If my lords will permit, I need to speak in private with Lord Jamison.”
  


  
    The dukes and their attending officers bowed, as did Lady Franciezka, but the prince said, “Stay, my lady.” He signalled for a handful of his most trusted advisors— the Knight-Marshal of Krondor, the Duke of Krondor, his own adjutant— and beckoned for wine to be poured as he sat in his canvas-and-wood chair. Once the wine had been served, he ordered the servants outside and said, “See that we are not disturbed.” When he was satisfied he only had his most trusted advisors around him, he said, “Are we going to survive this?”
  


  
    Jim Dasher said, “Probably not all of us, Highness. Oliver has some of the toughest soldiers from the Eastern Kingdoms under his banner, and Chadwick has the frontier, so his men are their equal. If young Lord Crydee doesn’t slow Chadwick, you’re going to have to defend your northern flank against some of the hardest troops north of Kesh.”
  


  
    “If you’ll permit, Highness,” said Richard Jamison, “I’d like command of the north.”
  


  
    Edward glanced at the Duke of Krondor, who nodded, and the prince said, “You have it, sir.”
  


  
    “So now we wait,” said Jim.
  


  
    “We still have numbers,” said the Duke of Krondor.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Jim, “but only by a slim margin if Chadwick arrives in anything like good order. And even without Chadwick, Oliver’s army is a tough nut to crack.”
  


  
    “Very well,” said Edward. “When young Henry and his command depart, I’d like a screening patrol to follow, to set up pickets along the way, so as soon as the issue in Sethanon is resolved, we know.”
  


  
    “Yes, Highness,” said the Duke of Krondor. He motioned to Richard, who said, “I’ll see to it,” and departed.
  


  
    They sipped wine for half an hour and chatted, and then Edward said, “I’m feeling my years. If you wouldn’t mind, I need a moment alone with the Lady Franciezka.”
  


  
    The others excused themselves and as Jim turned to leave, Edward said, “Lord Jamison, linger for a moment.”
  


  
    When the three of them were alone, Prince Edward’s pose of fatigue dropped away and he said, “You two bear more responsibility for everything that’s about to happen, and perhaps there are four people in this world who know this.” With a smile he added, “Damned spies.”
  


  
    Franciezka remained expressionless, but Jim laughed. “What do you need now, Your Highness?”
  


  
    “Your ability to see the future, Jim.” Edward looked at Lady Franciezka. “You’re a rare prize, lady, and Carole is fortunate to have you. You serve your nation well.”
  


  
    “I thank His Highness.”
  


  
    “Pull over a chair for the lady,” Edward instructed Jim, and motioned for him to bring one for himself as well.
  


  
    When they were sitting, Jim poured the last of the wine and Edward said, “Roldem will save the Isles from chaos, but we plot a bold course.” He looked at Franciezka. “I have had nothing but respect for your king since we both were boys and he used to bully me at university.”
  


  
    “I never heard that story,” said Franciezka.
  


  
    “Carole was a rambunctious youth,” said Edward. “He would bully me because he was Crown Prince of Roldem and I was then the son of a court duke, but he would never let the other boys bully me. After a while the bullying stopped, but we still spent time together. I believe that because no one ever said no to the Crown Prince of Roldem, his bullying was his way of testing my mettle. There are two kinds of strength,” he added, reflecting on years gone by. “Power and the ability to wield it is obvious, but resilience, the ability to resist power, is the other. Carole once told me my willingness to put up with his nonsense taught him that. We have been close friends since university. Your monarch is a fine man.”
  


  
    “As are you, Highness,” returned Franciezka.
  


  
    “I’m a place-holder,” said Edward. “I’m the fitting dummy for the groom at a royal wedding, standing motionless and not complaining when stuck with a pin, while the real groom is out hunting or in court or doing whatever it is that princes or kings do before a wedding. I will be king or I will be a dead prince, but no pretender from the Eastern Kingdoms will sit on the throne of the Isles.” He sighed. “I am a conDoin by my mother’s side of the family, and not by much. That would be enough had I been blessed enough to have sons, but I wasn’t.” He grew wistful for a moment. “That young Hal… he’s so very much like his father.”
  


  
    Franciezka said, “I’ve spent time with him. He’s… unusual.”
  


  
    “Should he survive his encounter with Chadwick, I want him close to me when I face Oliver.”
  


  
    “I’ll tell him,” said Jim.
  


  
    “You realize,” said Edward to Franciezka, “that your king’s generosity has put both our nations at risk.”
  


  
    “Not by much,” answered Franciezka. “While our nations suffered because of those murderous impostors, it was Kesh that was harmed the most. Half her army was sent to the Far Coast and the Free Cities, the other half sent to reinforce the northern borders, and now the usual bloody Keshian politics has commenced. Now legions are hurrying south to deal with chaos south of the Girdle, as those who remained in the Confederacy seek to seize land left by those sent to the Far Coast. It is turmoil piled upon confusion.”
  


  
    Jim added, “They’ll be looking inward for a few years, I’m certain. Expect nothing more than a disapproving note from the Keshian ambassador when all this is finished. As long as we stand solid with Roldem, Kesh will do little more than complain.”
  


  
    “Then let us speak of things political, marriages of state and all the other issues that may prove moot should Oliver prevail and my head end up on a pike.” Edward sighed. “This may be a long night. Send for some more wine, please.”
  


  
    Jim nodded, rose and moved toward the tent opening. The finest thing about Edward, Prince of Krondor, was that he was the only claimant to the throne who didn’t want the Crown. Which was why he was the perfect man for it.
  


  



  • Chapter Nineteen •


  


  Magic


  
    

  


  
    Tanderae swung his sword.
  


  
    It had been years since he had actively been trained, as all young taredhel were, but he was attempting to make every blow count. The creature opposite him was a chill thing of darkness. Twice it had come close to touching him, and the near misses felt as if the life was being sucked out of his body as its claw sped past.
  


  
    Tanderae had managed to organize those attempting to keep the city sealed, but he was now convinced they were on the brink of a collapse. Magicians were falling unconscious from exhaustion; too many Sentinels lay dead, and even though every able-bodied adult and not a few older children stood stalwart against the creatures, too many breaches, and too many escaping monsters, made it clear to him that the existence of the taredhel was now to be measured in hours, perhaps even minutes.
  


  
    He swung hard and the creature recoiled; they hated the touch of steel, and enough blows caused them to explode in a shower of dull, metallic-looking shards that evaporated before touching the ground.
  


  
    Suddenly a shaft of searing white-hot energy struck the shadow creature and it vanished with a puff of acrid smoke. Two more bursts, and two other creatures nearby vanished.
  


  
    Tanderae turned and saw a group of humans striding down from the upper staging meadow, in their lead a tall man with a neatly trimmed beard and long, black hair. “I am Ruffio,” he said. “We are members of the Conclave of Shadows, and we are here to help.”
  


  
    Tanderae almost collapsed in relief. He watched in amazement as a dozen magicians hurried past, casting spells at every dark shadow that emerged from the ruby dome. A few others were hurrying to see if they could aid the fallen.
  


  
    A young man hurried by carrying skins of water and paused to offer a drink to the prostrate loremaster, who took a long drink and nodded his thanks before the youngster ran off to help someone else.
  


  
    “How did you know?” Tanderae asked Ruffio.
  


  
    “Word reached us from Brendan conDoin. We were delayed by a nasty storm, but once that problem was solved, we came straight here.”
  


  
    The sound of flying arrows caused Tanderae to look up and he saw a blonde-haired eledhel and a dark-haired moredhel moving with purpose toward the ruby dome, firing arrows with deadly accuracy at any shadow that emerged from within. Calis and Arkan had discovered that if they could place a steel broadhead in the very centre of a creature’s chest, it vanished.
  


  
    After them came a young woman in heavy armour, her shield bearing the symbol of Dala. She moved like a practised warrior. He watched as she dropped her visor over her face and accelerated in a slow trot towards the battle line.
  


  
    Sandreena might not have faced many of these so-called “children of the void,” but she’d tangled with a wraith and a couple of wights over the years, and knew how to avoid their touch as she bashed them back into whatever universe they had sprung from.
  


  
    Amirantha had stayed on the island to facilitate communications, and because his particular magic was useless against anything but demons. He had made Ruffio promise to fetch him to the field of conflict if he could be useful. Ruffio could tell he was not happy being left behind, but had understood the wisdom behind the decision.
  


  
    “How many have you brought?” Tanderae asked Ruffio.
  


  
    “In this group, a dozen. It’s the most I could handle.” The magician glanced around. “I need to fix my bearing. I could only get us to a place I know west of Ylith and then we had to do line-of-sight jumping, which is very slow with a large group. That took us half the afternoon and most of this day. Once I fix a spot… ah!” He pointed. “That rock outcrop is perfect. Allow me a moment.” He stared at it, fixing it in his memory, then vanished.
  


  
    In less than a minute, he was back, another half-dozen robed figures with him. They quickly turned, assessed the situation and started attacking more of the shadow creatures.
  


  
    Tanderae said, “I feared we would be overwhelmed.”
  


  
    “From what I hear, if E’bar falls, we’ll all be overwhelmed. What can you tell me about that dome?”
  


  
    “Little. I am not gifted in the arcane arts. But I can take you to one who is.”
  


  
    “Wait a moment,” said Ruffio, and vanished again.
  


  
    Another minute later, he was back with another half a dozen magicians. “Joshua, Cullen, stay with me. The rest of you know what to do.”
  


  
    Two young magicians waited while the other four hurried off to bolster the defences mounted by the beleaguered taredhel. Tanderae motioned for them to follow and they walked up the incline to the upper meadow. There a few humans were organizing food and helping to tend wounds. Uninjured taredhel who had been taking care of the wounded and dying were collapsed on the ground, simply numb with exhaustion.
  


  
    Tanderae led the three human magicians to a place under a tree, now clothed in shadows as the evening approached, and there they found an elderly Star Elf whose face was ashen and drawn. He seemed to be asleep, but when Tanderae said “Asleum,” his eyes opened.
  


  
    “I live,” said the old man. “If barely,” he added. “Who are these?”
  


  
    “Human magicians, come to help.”
  


  
    Ruffio took a knee and said, “We see your barrier is tested. May we know what it is we may do to bolster it until more help comes?”
  


  
    “More help is on the way,” said Tanderae.
  


  
    “We are from a small island in the Bitter Sea,” explained Ruffio. “There were but two dozen of us with mature skills, and another dozen students in residence when news of your plight reached us.”
  


  
    “Where are the others coming from?” asked the old spell-caster.
  


  
    “Stardock. From the Academy of Magicians.”
  


  
    “We need more than another dozen, I fear,” said Asleum. “It took every magic-user among my people to fight back those horrors while a handful of us contrived this barrier. We lost more than a dozen of our best until we understood how we could turn the invaders’ own magic beacon against themselves. We have taken that ruby magic and turned it into a containing dome. It will only fail if we fail, or if the invaders cease trying to enter our realm.”
  


  
    “Clever,” said Ruffio. “My young students here are among the most adept I have when it comes to understanding energy fields, magical traps, and the like. Your elven magic is alien to us, so if you could guide them in how best to help, they will in turn pass that on to the others when they arrive.”
  


  
    “How many are arriving?” asked Asleum.
  


  
    Ruffio smiled. “Hundreds.”
  


  
    The old elf studied Ruffio’s face for a moment, then began to weep.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was a savage night. All the human magicians could do was to stand by and destroy the dark creatures that emerged from the dome. Ruffio’s two students asked many questions of Asleum, and occasionally one would venture down the hillside to probe the shell and see for himself which magic signatures and hallmarks bore out what they were being told.
  


  
    Finally, the young magician named Cullen said, “I think it would be years before I knew enough about this to be useful in keeping the dome intact. Perhaps Pug or Magnus could recognize how to best help, but I think I may have a temporary solution.”
  


  
    Ruffio looked intrigued. “Say on.”
  


  
    “Maybe we should aid these elven magicians directly, instead of concentrating on the dome.”
  


  
    “Feed energy to the magician, so that he can use it?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    “More or less. It’s one of those things that Magnus does without thought, but tries to teach the rest of us. At some profound level, he believes, there’s this core of magic that can be tapped, as one taps a keg of ale, I guess, and that what spills out of the core can be passed along to someone else.”
  


  
    Joshua nodded. “It’s an exercise Magnus has tried with some success. I can conjure up, for example, the energy needed to light a campfire, but rather than cast that spell, I pass along the energy to Cullen, who lights the fire.”
  


  
    Ruffio said, “Don’t wait for my approval. Go see if you can help.”
  


  
    The two young magicians hurried back down the hill.
  


  
    The old magician said, “Let me rest a while longer, then I can return.”
  


  
    “Rest, then,” said Ruffio. “More help is on the way.”
  


  
    He went to help his students.
  


  
    

  


  
    Cullen and Ruffio sat motionless, while Joshua stood watch. In a trancelike state, the two magicians cautiously explored the energy of the ruby shell, examining what they could without actively engaging with it. Within the trance, they spoke to one another with mind-speech, oblivious to the world around them. “This is incredible,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    Cullen said, “Now you can appreciate the difficulty. We can aid the elves but to join in holding this matrix of energy in place would be problematic at best, disastrous at worst.”
  


  
    Ruffio used his magic to alter his perception, looking at the flow of energies from the elven magicians to the ruby sphere. “I see it as if it were a tapestry,” he said. “It’s as if where the elves’ magic ends, countless tiny threads of their devising intersect the magic of the sphere. It’s a clever weaving, with overlapping threads that hold other threads in place but somehow don’t truly link to them.”
  


  
    Both magicians peered at the latticework of energy. “The elves’ magic lattice inserts its own weft in between the strands of the alien magic, just enough to seize part of the warp,” said Cullen. “I don’t know if this was by design, or by sheer luck, but they’ve turned the invaders’ spell on itself. Very clever, really.”
  


  
    Ruffio blinked and came out of the trance state. He put his hand on Cullen’s shoulder and the younger magician also came alert. Ruffio stood up, inspecting the scene around him. Magicians from Stardock had begun arriving hours ago and were doing everything they could to help, but at this point the only aid they could provide was to augment the flagging energies of the elven spell-casters. That was helping, and most of the breaches in the energy shell had been repaired. Only a few of the shadowy creatures were getting loose and they were being quickly disposed of by the actions of Sandreena and the elven Sentinels.
  


  
    “I don’t know what more we can do,” said Ruffio. “Pug or Magnus might be able to make sense of this, but I can’t.”
  


  
    “I’ll keep exploring it,” said Cullen. “Maybe if you talk with some of the elves?”
  


  
    Ruffio felt his eyes burn. “I have, and don’t know if any more discussion will help.”
  


  
    “Then rest. I think we’re holding our own and we should have more help shortly.”
  


  
    Ruffio nodded and moved off to find a bite to eat and a place to nap. He looked at the night sky and realized he had lost track of time. He didn’t know if it was only an hour after sunset, or an hour before dawn.
  


  
    He wondered if even Pug or Magnus could make sense of what he had seen. Then he realized he hadn’t heard from either since that odd sensation of upheaval before the storm. It wasn’t unusual for them to be out of touch for a while, but as a rule, when they knew they would be away for any significant period of time, they let Ruffio know. He was head of the Conclave after them, and should anything occur to father and son, the burden of the Conclave and Stardock fell to him.
  


  
    Suddenly he was worried: where were Pug and Magnus?
  


  
    

  


  
    Nakor said, “This place is a maze.”
  


  
    “Where are we?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    Macros swept his hand around and said, “Let’s explore the City Forever a little.” They rose as if on a magic platform lifting high into the sky, feeling no sensation of movement, which would have been disorienting to lesser mortals.
  


  
    Pug said, “Perspective helps.”
  


  
    Nakor was delighted. “I’ve heard the stories…”
  


  
    “Let’s move above the confusion,” suggested Macros, and the four of them started travelling above the buildings, between the vaulted arches and sky-topped towers. On every hand was alien beauty. Impossibly slender, brilliantly hued minarets of crystal, or fluttering fabric, or liquid rose below them, weaving their way skyward. Fountains sent out showers of liquid silver that turned to crystals, filling the air with tinkling music as they shattered upon the tiles, only to become liquid again.
  


  
    They hovered above the centre of a magnificent boulevard, nearly a hundred yards wide. The entire street was tiled, and the tiles glowed with soft colours, each subtly different from the next, so that it appeared like a leisurely flowing rainbow.
  


  
    As the group passed over them, the tiles shifted hue and music filled the air, music that evoked a longing for another place— a softly lit glade in a scented forest, a gorgeous sunset over an alien sea, green fields beside sparkling brooks, or late-afternoon light softly colouring majestic mountains.
  


  
    The images were almost overwhelming. Pug shook his head to clear it, putting aside a dawning sadness that such a wonderful place could never be found. “I’ve had the same reaction to this place before,” he said.
  


  
    “It’s part of the secret of the city,” offered Macros. “There are more aspects to this place than can be imagined by the mortal mind. This is just a part of what there is, and it plays on more than the five senses. It feeds thoughts, feelings and false memories to you.”
  


  
    “What is this place?” asked Miranda. “I’ve heard the stories, but it’s real. Who built it?”
  


  
    “We may never know,” said Macros.
  


  
    They flew under monumental arches a thousand feet above their heads, and tiny flowers tumbled through the air around them. Sparkling white-and-gold, glowing rose-and-vermilion, green-and-blue petals showered down around them as they made for the heart of the city.
  


  
    Everywhere they looked, the eye was beguiled by forms and structures that were at first glance-jarring but within seconds achieved a relationship of colour, form, balance, and harmony. “Truly remarkable,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Keep alert, for occasionally others wander into this place and sometimes they can be unpleasant,” said Macros.
  


  
    “I remember,” returned Pug. “Tomas and I encountered a particularly nasty bunch of flying demons somewhere around here.”
  


  
    “Those were merely to distract you,” said Macros. “They were sent to convince you that the false trap you were intended to find and name false was actually convincing.”
  


  
    “What are those?” Nakor asked, pointing to rising columns in the distance.
  


  
    “What I was going to show you next,” said Macros, and with a wave of his hand they were standing next to a maze of massive pillars, made of crystal or some clear material, that rose to impossible heights, their tops lost in the sky above. Within them swam motes of light and clouds of what appeared to be gas.
  


  
    “It looks like—” began Miranda.
  


  
    “The vast universe of galaxies I just showed you,” interrupted Macros. “It does, doesn’t it?”
  


  
    Pug said, “It’s been many years, more than a century, since I was last here, Macros. Do you know what this place is?”
  


  
    “No,” said Macros. “Several times I came to visit. Once you’ve been here it’s really easy to return. Over the ages many have come. Ask Tomas about the time the Valheru came, Pug.”
  


  
    “Tomas had mentioned it just before we found you in the Garden.”
  


  
    “There was nothing to loot,” said Macros, “despite the appearance of riches. Imagine trying to pry up some of those magical tiles to decorate a palace and discovering nothing you could do could move them even the most minuscule distance. The Valheru were never known for handling their ire well, so they lashed out and tried to destroy the city out of pique. But they never so much as put a scar on a stone.” He pointed and a blinding line of energy shot out. Energy sizzled as it ran up and down the column and then a wave of heat washed over the onlookers.
  


  
    Macros stopped and Pug knelt where the energy had struck. He reached out and touched the invisible container that housed the floating lights. “Not even warm.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “So what are your conclusions?”
  


  
    “No conclusions, but suppositions, and perhaps a theory.”
  


  
    “The theory then,” said Miranda, her impatience surfacing again.
  


  
    “I think this is… a set of plans.”
  


  
    “It’s a very large set,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “And very detailed,” added Magnus.
  


  
    “Explain,” demanded Miranda.
  


  
    “I’m not sure this place even exists in any way we understand, nor that it looks remotely the way we see it.”
  


  
    It was Miranda who said, “Perception.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Macros. “You’re beginning to understand.”
  


  
    “When I encountered Piper, before joining with the rest of you,” Miranda went on, “she showed me something called the Sundering and a host of demons rising against an army of angels, but they looked nothing as I expected them to look. First the demons were things of beauty, then things of horror, then abstractions of energy.” She paused, then added, “Piper said they were unchanged, but my perspective of them changed each time.”
  


  
    “Imagine a blind man,” said Macros, “and you take him to a sea coast, and he defines it by the salt tang on the air, the sound of waves on the shore, the sensation of warm sun or cold wind on his face, all the other factors that enter into your perception of that environment, but lacking form, colour, visual texture, or perception of distance.”
  


  
    “So we see this because…?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Because you are human,” said Macros. He smiled at Miranda and Nakor. “Or close enough that it makes little difference. Pug, I suspect you or Magnus have spent more time attempting to apprehend energy states that are not normal to human sight. Care to have a look?”
  


  
    Pug shifted his perspective, using magic he had developed years before to see above and below the human spectrum, and was overwhelmed by the level of energy rampant through the city. “It’s incredible. Beyond my understanding of the entire spectrum of energy I know.”
  


  
    “And beyond what I know as well, and I was doing it even longer,” added Macros. “I know there are magic safeguards in place, because without them we would have been turned to ash within moments of arriving here.” He pointed at the columns. “I believe those are universes.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Miranda, leaning over to peer at them. “But they are so tiny.”
  


  
    “Perspective,” said Nakor with a laugh. “Perhaps we are now very big. Everything is relative, remember?”
  


  
    “Ha!” laughed Macros. “You are almost correct.”
  


  
    “Almost?” puzzled Nakor. “What do you mean?”
  


  
    “In all the vast universes we’ve encountered, all the places we’ve travelled to, and the tiny wonders we’ve beheld in a drop of water, there is one absolute. What is it?”
  


  
    Miranda said, “I’ve heard from priests the gods are absolute.”
  


  
    “Bah,” said Macros dismissively. “I’ll get to the gods in good time. No.”
  


  
    Magnus looked self-conscious as he remembered his encounter with Helena. “The poets say love is absolute.”
  


  
    Macros shook his head. “More harm has been done in the name of love than in the name of the gods. Love of self, love of others, love of children, love of power, love of nation…” He shook his head. “No, it’s something else.”
  


  
    “One,” said Pug.
  


  
    Macros smiled, and Nakor grinned. “Of course,” said the little demon in human form.
  


  
    Magnus took a moment, then nodded.
  


  
    Miranda said, “One what?”
  


  
    “Not one anything,” said Magnus. “The abstraction ‘one’ is an absolute so that everything else can be measured against it.”
  


  
    “You can’t have twice as many of something unless you can define that something,” said Macros. “Or half of something.”
  


  
    “You need a starting point,” said Pug. “And that leads us to: where did that concept come from?”
  


  
    “What does it matter?” asked Miranda. “You’re speaking of an artificial construct. It’s a mental, academic abstraction to enable us to cope with the world.” She narrowed her gaze, and everyone knew she was growing short-tempered. “I’m sure the universe went swimmingly without it before someone thought the notion of ‘one’ up. Again, what’s the point?”
  


  
    Macros laughed. “You never were one for the abstract side of things. All you wanted to know was ‘How do I do this?’ and never ‘Why does it work this way?’”
  


  
    “It’s a mathematical convention,” said Miranda. “It’s not real.”
  


  
    “And that is the lesson!” said Nakor, nearly jumping with the excitement he felt.
  


  
    “If there’s a universal language, across all realms of time and space, something that isn’t bound by different laws of nature and states of energy, it’s mathematics,” said Macros. “How many times, when puzzling out how a magical spell is achieved, did you find a need to express concepts that only rendered themselves manageable through mathematics?”
  


  
    Even Miranda was forced to concede. “Oh, very well. It’s useful.”
  


  
    “More,” said Nakor. “It’s a reflection of something beyond our understanding, allowing us to grapple with forces and manifestations of the universe otherwise beyond our grasp.”
  


  
    Macros reached out and tapped the side of Nakor’s head lightly with his fingertip and said, “There’s a great deal going on in there, isn’t there?”
  


  
    Nakor lost his smile. “Sometimes it worries me.”
  


  
    “Well, that’s what you get for sleeping with that damned Codex under your head all those years.”
  


  
    The Codex of Wodar-Hospur, the lost god of knowledge, had fallen into Nakor’s hands and he had kept it on him for many years. He had used his backpack as a pillow on most nights without knowing, until years later, that it was imparting knowledge to him, but in a random fashion, so that Nakor had many ideas that seemed to come from nowhere. He had finally given it up to the Temple of Ishap for safekeeping.
  


  
    “Very well,” said Miranda. “What is the point?” This time her tone was not accusing.
  


  
    “The point is, we can ‘see’ all manner of things beyond the universe we see, which we call ‘rational,’ or ‘objective,’” said Macros. “If we take something away, we can say ‘less one’ or ‘minus one,’ and move on to a new value, but what if we take a null, a zero, and take one away?” He paused. “We have a negative number.”
  


  
    “Useful for moneylenders,” said Nakor with a smile. “It’s how they know they’re losing profit.”
  


  
    “And for many other things,” added Macros. “It allows us to describe things— when we have no words or anything close to an analogy— that provide us with the means of understanding what is happening in realms beyond our knowledge.”
  


  
    Pug said, “So you’re saying the City is a mathematical construct?”
  


  
    Macros pointed at Pug. “Exactly, but a mathematics beyond any scrawl of numbers across a board or parchment. It’s a multi-dimensional equation a billion times more complex than the most complex apothecary’s formula, or the most precise engineering used by a shipwright to calculate the stresses a mast can endure or how much water a hull displaces. It is the mathematics of creation.”
  


  
    “All right,” said Miranda. “I’m impressed with the concept, and this place is far more unnerving than anywhere I’ve been, even in the Fifth Circle of Hell, but where is this taking us?”
  


  
    “It is taking you to a place where perhaps you’ll be able to do what needs to be done to save… everything,” said Macros. “Be patient. You’re ready for your next lesson.”
  


  
    He waved his hand and they vanished.
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruffio awoke to find Sandreena sleeping nearby, as well as several other magicians from Stardock. The morning light was cutting through the trees from the east. He stood up and looked around. What had begun as a small cooking station a short distance away had turned into a full-scale military field kitchen. He found that he was hungry. He walked over, casting a glance down the hillside and saw that the ruby shell seemed completely intact.
  


  
    Tanderae was overseeing the general care of the wounded and exhausted and saw Ruffio approach. “We have stabilized the dome,” he said. “Without your aid, we would have been lost. We are in your debt.”
  


  
    “Your quick actions may have saved all of us,” Ruffio said. “Perhaps neither of us is indebted. Perhaps we simply needed each other.”
  


  
    “For my people, that is a difficult concept,” conceded Tanderae. “We have been taught since birth that we are the only highly evolved people in the universe.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t even ask what we think of dwarves, let alone goblins and their ilk.”
  


  
    “If it comes to a stand-up fight, those dwarves to your south in the Grey Towers are very handy to have on your side.”
  


  
    “We’ve been polite to our neighbours to the south,” was all Tanderae said. “At this point the dome is holding, and some of our ’mancers are resting. This energy we control is as alien to us as it is to you, but we’ll attempt to learn more of it.”
  


  
    “I wish two of my fellow magicians, Pug and his son Magnus, were here,” said Ruffio. “They understand more about the energies of magic than anyone I know. Pug has even taken the time to learn what he can about elven magic up in Elvandar.”
  


  
    “Four of their Spellweavers arrived while you were sleeping,” said Tanderae. “They have been very helpful, as their magic isn’t as alien to our own as human magic can be.”
  


  
    “If we manage to get through this, I’d like an opportunity in the future to learn more of your arts,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    Tanderae smiled. “Not long ago I would have been accused of treason even to suggest we allow a human to study our arts. How could I say no after what you’ve done for us? Of course. I will make sure of it, should we survive all this.”
  


  
    The feeling of collegiality was short-lived, for an elf warrior ran up to Tanderae and said, “Please come, my lord.”
  


  
    Ruffio invited himself along and found a pair of elven magicians resting nearby. One looked up at the Loremaster of the Clan of the Seven Stars and said, “The pressure is increasing.”
  


  
    “What do you mean?” asked Tanderae.
  


  
    “The best way I can explain it, my lord, is to say that something is trying to get out of a hole, and we’re trying to push it back down. We managed not only to repair the tears and the dome, but actually to increase the pressure on the forces inside.”
  


  
    The other magician added, “But the pressure inside is increasing. It’s building up like steam in a kettle.”
  


  
    “How much time before it starts rupturing again?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    The magicians glanced at Tanderae and the first answered, “Some time, I think. We have a week or two if we harbour our resources, and the rate of increase doesn’t accelerate. If your human magicians can learn to directly bolster the dome, we may be able to push whatever’s coming through that breach inside and seal it off.”
  


  
    “We’re doing what we can to learn,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    Tanderae motioned for Ruffio to walk back with him. “You’ve mentioned others who might be able to understand our magic.”
  


  
    “Yes, but only the gods know where they are now.”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty •


  


  Plans


  
    

  


  
    Hal held up his hand.
  


  
    The column of soldiers behind him reined in and he motioned for Martin, Ty, and the Earl of LaMut— Hokada Venlo— to ride forward. The four ranking officers were positioned atop a rise looking down into a rolling valley in which lay the ruins of an abandoned city.
  


  
    “Sethanon,” said Hal. He surveyed the countryside, noting features and landmarks. “Opinions, gentlemen?”
  


  
    Earl Hokada was a stocky, thick-necked man, but despite being a head shorter than the others, his reputation as a brawler as a youth, and a soldier as an adult made him a man not to be underestimated. He was reputed to be among the best horsemen and archers in LaMut. “Chadwick will march down that road.” He indicated the faint track of the loggers’ highway from the Dimwood in the distance beyond the city. “He’s a traditional man, so he’ll march his infantry on his left, with his cavalry providing a screen between his infantry and the forest.”
  


  
    “But the forest ends miles north of here,” said Martin.
  


  
    Hokada nodded. “But he’ll see no compelling reason to move them to the other side. So that’s how he’ll present, infantry in a double column to our left, cavalry double column to our right.”
  


  
    “I agree,” said Hal. “So, what else?”
  


  
    Ty said, “He’ll assume the city is deserted, as it has been for a century, but he’ll send scouts anyway.”
  


  
    “How do we deal with the scouts?” asked Hal.
  


  
    All were quiet for a moment, then the Earl of LaMut said, “If they ride through, we know their instructions are to report back only if they spot the enemy. If one or both turn back, they are reporting the city is safe to pass. That’s my best guess, my lord.”
  


  
    Hal was still getting used to older, more experienced soldiers addressing him as “my lord.” He looked at Martin and Ty who both nodded agreement. “So, if we want to lure Chadwick into a bad position in the city, he needs to think it’s deserted.” He stood in his stirrups to get a better look at the surrounding countryside. “We have a few days before he gets here, perhaps more. Let’s be exacting in scouting this terrain and preparing the ground for battle. My lord,” he nodded to the earl. “See to your cavalry. We’ll camp over there—” He pointed to a clearing less than a quarter of a mile farther back down the trail with a small creek running along its west side. “And send scouts into the city at first light tomorrow. I want a trap here which will grab Chadwick of Ran by the tail and not turn him loose until we’re ready to see him go.”
  


  
    “Yes, my lord,” said Hokada. He turned his mount and started back down the road.
  


  
    “What have you in mind, Hal?” asked his brother.
  


  
    “I don’t have a specific plan yet, but I do have an idea. We’ll let Chadwick’s scouts pass, then have him come into Sethanon, but make him pay with blood to get out of the city.”
  


  
    “I like the idea,” said Ty.
  


  
    “Good,” said Hal, “because I’m going to give you a particularly difficult role to play.”
  


  
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” said Ty with a grin.
  


  
    “Let’s get some rest and start plotting,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Good,” said Martin. “I’m hungry.”
  


  
    “You’re always hungry,” returned Hal, laughing. For as long as they lived, these two would always revert to acting like brothers, no matter what else occurred.
  


  
    

  


  
    Sundown the next day found Ty, Martin, and the earl in Hal’s tent listening to the reports from the scouts Hal had sent into the deserted city of Sethanon. Common lore said it was a cursed city, and its history seemed to support that myth. A large blank parchment had been unrolled and Martin was drawing in details as they were described to him. “I don’t know why you’re having me do this,” he muttered.
  


  
    “You were always the best artist, remember,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Just because I said I was, doesn’t make it so.”
  


  
    They laughed.
  


  
    “My father used to say,” observed Hal, “that if your men were staunch and wouldn’t break, then preparation was nine-tenths of the way to winning a battle. We just need to be better prepared than Chadwick.”
  


  
    Martin, concentrating on drawing in a fine detail pointed out by the scout, said, “He also made the point that once you came into contact with the enemy, all your plans went to hell.”
  


  
    Hal gave him a brotherly smack on the back of his head. “But that’s true for both sides, and the side that’s better prepared prevails.” To Lord Hokada, he said, “If you were Chadwick of Ran and you suspected an ambush here in Sethanon, how would you prepare?”
  


  
    The Earl of LaMut considered the map. “There are several ways, my lord, but which one is optimal? The original keep is an obvious choice as a garrison point, for in the case of need, your forces can retreat inside and the old portcullis can be dropped. That would delay an enemy, should they decide to stay and root you out, but in the end you’d lose your position. Moreover, if his goal is to reinforce Oliver, then he leaves a small force to keep you from sallying from the keep, and quickly moves the rest of his forces south. Here,” he pointed on the map, “and here, in those buildings, a squad of archers could hold back any sally as Chadwick marches past.” He looked at Hal. “If they send scouts into the city to explore, I would leave the keep deserted. Then should you choose to fortify, move them quickly in after the scouts leave.”
  


  
    “Noted,” said Hal. “What else?”
  


  
    “Luring them into house-to-house fighting might provide a temporary advantage, and it would neutralize any advantage they might have in cavalry, but the same holds true for our cavalry.”
  


  
    Martin said, “Your horse archers can do more damage than their cavalry, though— correct?”
  


  
    “If they can keep some range, yes,” said the earl. “But you turn a corner and find yourself sword to sword to a heavily armed rider, and you don’t have the advantage in speed. I don’t like the odds.”
  


  
    “Point taken,” said Martin. He looked at the scout, “How’s that?”
  


  
    “Good,” said the horseman from LaMut. “And there’s another wall here, about four feet high— looks like it might have been used to wall off a garden behind an inn.”
  


  
    “I’m beginning to think you don’t like the idea of being in the city, my lord,” Hal said to his sub-commander.
  


  
    The earl smiled. “My great-grandfather was one of those Tsurani children who fell in love with horses, my lord. I’ve been riding since before I could walk. The idea of finding myself in any place where a horse becomes a liability in combat is alien to me. My first company are horse archers, not mounted infantry. I lead that company personally.”
  


  
    “What about your second company?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Mounted infantry, and as tough a bunch as you’ll find in Prince Edward’s army.”
  


  
    “Well, let’s leave your first company to do what they do best.”
  


  
    “What are you thinking, brother?” asked Martin.
  


  
    “I’m thinking Earl Hokada and I both like where we sit right now better than being in that empty city.”
  


  
    Martin sat back with an exaggerated blow of exasperation. “Which means I’ve been drawing all day for naught?”
  


  
    “Oh, this will come in handy,” said Hal, putting his fingers on the map.
  


  
    “But you want them charging uphill against this ridge-line?” asked Ty.
  


  
    “Only if I can get them to do it on my terms.”
  


  
    Martin grinned. “Now, that sounds like fun.”
  


  
    “Let’s step outside, gentlemen,” said Hal.
  


  
    They followed him from the command tent up to the crest where Hal pointed to a heavy patch of thorn bushes dominating the hillside to his right, between the road and a sharply rising scarp on the other side. “If we extend the gorse and thorn by dragging plants from nearby and digging them in, say for a quarter of a mile down this road, to make it look like natural growth, Chadwick will either compress his columns so he can march up over this ridge on the road, or he’ll hold back his infantry and let his cavalry go first.”
  


  
    “The second, I should think,” said the earl. “It’s the most logical if he gets surprised coming over the rise.”
  


  
    Hal stood motionless for a long time, surveying the ground, and after a while said, “I think I have a plan.”
  


  
    

  


  
    “The Enemy has a plan,” said Macros. “Or as close to a plan as can be imagined when dealing with an alien consciousness.”
  


  
    They stood in the midst of a vast plaza in the City Forever, where strange lights danced above them, moving like a flock of starlings on the wing in an endless dance.
  


  
    “We’re speaking of the Dread,” said Pug. “A Dreadlord appeared in Sethanon when first we battled over the Lifestone, and another was masquerading as the Dasati Lord of Death when that world was almost destroyed.”
  


  
    “Dread?” said Macros. “In a manner of speaking. It’s as convenient a name as ‘the Darkness,’ or ‘the Enemy.’”
  


  
    Pug’s expression turned questioning. “Are you speaking of the Enemy in Tsurani lore? That was the essence of the Valheru, and they were banished or destroyed when we closed the rift into Sethanon.”
  


  
    “I wish it was that simple,” said Macros. “Come, it’s time for you to see some more things and learn more truth.”
  


  
    “Truth is always welcome, but a rarity with you,” Miranda said.
  


  
    “I have had my reasons for everything I’ve done,” he replied. His expression became regretful. “But I’ll concede my reasons at times haven’t always been for the best.”
  


  
    They were approaching a massive black building that dominated this central part of the city. “The false prison,” said Pug. “This is where Tomas and I first came to find you.”
  


  
    “And what was waiting for you?”
  


  
    “A lord of the Dread.”
  


  
    “Let’s go and see him,” said the Black Sorcerer.
  


  
    “He’s still there?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Follow.” Macros hurried through the massive door and led them down the central passage, one which Pug remembered vividly. The Dread, or whoever was behind them, had engineered an elaborate trap to lure Pug and Tomas into confrontation with a Dreadlord. Pug and Tomas had easily bested the creature, but they had accounted for that by assuming the Dread had underestimated them. That assumption had lasted until they had found Macros and sprung the time trap that had carried them back into the past.
  


  
    As they climbed the stairs, Macros said, “Pug, in all the years since you and Tomas found me here, did you ever encounter another case of time travel?”
  


  
    “I thought I had,” said Pug, and he explained the forged notes giving him hints and clues of things he needed to do, originally thought to be from a future version of himself, but at last revealed to have been the handiwork of Kalkin, also known as Banath or Ban-ath, the god of thieves, liars, and cheats.
  


  
    “Gods are a little different,” said Macros. “Especially that one. He’s unique and plays a key role in all this.”
  


  
    They reached the upper room of the tower and entered. A cage of crystal bars stood in the middle of the room, within which crouched a figure of smoke and ash. It rose slowly. “You return to taunt me, Magician!”
  


  
    “No, we return to ensure your torment,” said Macros, unleashing a bolt of silver energy that sliced through the air like a thin pole of brilliant light. It passed harmlessly through the bars of the cage and when it touched the creature, passed harmlessly through it as well. “I thought as much,” said Macros. “Had this been a true Dreadlord, that energy would have made it go up in flames.”
  


  
    “What is it, then?”
  


  
    “A lesser child of the void,” said Macros. He cast another spell and the creature moaned— a hollow, echoing sound. “This is a dark wight,” said Macros. “It’s not much of a risk to a well-armed man, or to someone of your or Tomas’s power. They ensured you would be engaged enough to think it real, but emerge easily victorious, and find me in the Garden.” Turning to the creature in the cage, he asked, “How long have you been here?”
  


  
    “Since the beginning,” answered the creature.
  


  
    “How long since you were last visited?”
  


  
    There was no answer.
  


  
    Macros looked at his companions. “He doesn’t know.”
  


  
    “It’s been a long time,” said Pug. “Over a century. From what I can see, there’s no way to gauge the passing of time here.”
  


  
    “It’s more than that,” said Macros. With a wave of his hand the cage and the creature inside it vanished. “The Dread isn’t a creature or a host of creatures, but a sort of consciousness, one so alien to everything we’ve ever known that even the gods don’t understand it.”
  


  
    “It?” said Magnus. “Are we to consider the Dread to be a single entity?”
  


  
    “Essentially,” said Macros. “Although it can be in a lot of different forms and places at one and the same time. All the Children of the Void are, in one fashion or another, part of the Dread.”
  


  
    “How can that be?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “It looks at time differently, and uses it differently,” said Macros.
  


  
    Miranda said, “Now I’m interested. From my experience, what you say makes no sense.”
  


  
    “Which is why you are here, D—” He almost said “Daughter,” and smiled instead.
  


  
    With a wave of his hand, they were in another place.
  


  
    “The Pavilion!” said Pug.
  


  
    “Yes,” answered Macros. “Where, if what I’ve been given to understand is correct, your son bullied the Goddess of Death into appearing.”
  


  
    Nakor looked at Magnus and appeared impressed. “You bullied a god?”
  


  
    “Persuaded, actually,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “But you are now approaching an understanding that few, if any, clerics, philosophers, or sages on Midkemia possess: the true nature of the gods.”
  


  
    A voice from behind them said, “You are treading on tricky ground, Macros.”
  


  
    A young man was standing there, with curly brown hair and dark eyes, dressed in the tabard of Krondor. Pug knew this couldn’t be Squire James.
  


  
    “Ban-ath,” said Pug.
  


  
    The figured bowed theatrically. “I chose this appearance out of nostalgia. He was always one of my favourite subjects.”
  


  
    Magnus asked, “Macros, what is it you wish to show us that he—” he indicated the god in the form of a young man, “cautions you against?”
  


  
    “That is the most difficult thing to explain, and the hardest to grasp. But it is the most vital part of your preparation to fight against the Dread.”
  


  
    “And you don’t want him to?” Nakor asked Ban-ath.
  


  
    The god shrugged. “I have my limits. I wish for a certain outcome— my survival— yet as gods we must protect certain knowledge.” He smiled. “It’s a contradiction. But then life is full of them. As I said, I do have my limits.”
  


  
    “But apparently not as many as the other gods,” said Pug. “Otherwise how could you have interfered in the Dasati realm, or brought Miranda and Nakor back to consciousness through these demons?”
  


  
    “You give me too much credit,” said the being also known as Kalkin. “I have the ability to ‘cheat,’ as you say, to circumvent limits preventing my brethren from acting on this world’s behalf, but even I could not cheat enough to give Macros’s memory to that dying Dasati, nor could I blend Miranda’s and Nakor’s minds and memories into a demon of the Fifth Circle. That took the work of all of us.”
  


  
    With that, the other gods of Midkemia appeared around them, looking down from their thrones. At the back sat four gigantic, motionless figures: the four greater, controller gods.
  


  
    “I think no introductions are necessary,” said Kalkin. “The Controllers remain mute, as always.”
  


  
    Pug looked up into the heavens above the Pavilion, and saw the four silent faces: Abram-Sev, the Forger of Action; Ev-Dem, the Worker from Within; Graf, the Weaver of Wishes; and Helbinor, the Abstainer.
  


  
    Pug said, “I… I understand.”
  


  
    Kalkin said, “What do you understand?”
  


  
    “These are the forces that define our universe. They do not interact with mortals because… they are the universe.”
  


  
    Macros looked at Miranda and said, “I told you you married a bright lad.”
  


  
    “You told me nothing of the sort,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Looking at Ban-ath, and then at the other gods, Pug said, “You interact with humans because… we made you!”
  


  
    “Very bright lad,” said Kalkin.
  


  
    As one, the gods stepped down from their thrones and came closer. Kalkin said, “We are personifications. We represent elements of the natural order that you, through worship, have given a level of consciousness, one that otherwise wouldn’t exist.”
  


  
    A frail old woman appeared next to Kalkin. “We persist, in one form or another, beyond what is thought of as a mortal existence. We are energy, sometimes vigorous, sometimes faint, but we linger.”
  


  
    “Arch-Indar!” said Nakor, delighted. “I had a statue and shrine built for you outside Krondor.” He looked down, abashed at his own enthusiasm. “Or at least the Nakor part of me did.”
  


  
    “If enough people return to worship me, I will return to life.”
  


  
    “You appeared when I fought to save Caleb,” said Magnus. “How can you say ‘return to life’?”
  


  
    “Because I am not alive,” she said, smiling. “I am a memory.” She looked at Pug. “Zaltais, whom you fought, was a dream, a wish-fulfilment of the sleeping embodiment of evil. The wishes, dreams, and memories of the gods are powerful, Pug.”
  


  
    “What I don’t understand,” said Magnus, “is that you came to aid me in saving my brother.” He looked at the black-veiled figure of Lims-Kragma, the goddess of death, the deity whom he had faced down. “You came into her realm and forced her to comply with my wish to see my brother survive.”
  


  
    The old woman smiled a sad smile. “I didn’t force her. I persuaded her that your cause was good.”
  


  
    “What I don’t understand,” said Miranda, “is how you can have a memory if you’re dead?”
  


  
    Arch-Indar’s image laughed. “I am not a memory of Arch-Indar’s.”
  


  
    Lims-Kragma said, “She is my memory of Arch-Indar.” She moved her pale hand in a circle, palm up. “When any of us need to remember ‘good,’ she appears.”
  


  
    “Fascinating,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Kalkin said, “We have an investment here: that should be obvious to you.”
  


  
    Pug said, “For a very long time we assumed the Nameless One was at the root of this.”
  


  
    “Nalar— you can say his name without fear here— is as much invested in your success as any of us,” said Kalkin. “If this world perishes, we all perish with it. And there will be no one left to worship us, or even to remember us or dream of us.”
  


  
    Suddenly the gods were gone, and the room was as silent as a tomb.
  


  
    

  


  
    Macros said, “Pug, what did you mean when you said the Controller Gods were the forces that defined the universe?”
  


  
    Pug blinked. “My head is swimming.”
  


  
    “Do you know what he’s talking about?” Miranda asked Macros.
  


  
    “I do,” answered the Black Sorcerer.
  


  
    “Then tell us.”
  


  
    “I can’t,” said Macros. “I didn’t make the rules here. I think you must discover certain things for yourselves, so that you really understand them.” He frowned. “Damn! If I’m only going to be alive a while longer, why give me a headache?”
  


  
    “True learning,” said Nakor. Then he grinned. “I know! Abram-Sev, the Forger of Action, is the force that exploded out of creation, driving everything.” He made waving motions, wiggling his fingers. “Crazy things all over the place, just scattering here and there!”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Pug. “He is that outward wave of things, but within a confined set of rules. But not his rules!”
  


  
    “Rules beyond mortal knowledge,” supplied Magnus.
  


  
    “Yes, good,” said Macros.
  


  
    Miranda looked around. “Are we still in the Pavilion?”
  


  
    “We are wherever you’d like to be,” said Macros. “But stay here a while longer, for I can guarantee we will not be disturbed here, and here time will not rush us.”
  


  
    “Time?” asked Nakor. “You’ve touched on time before.”
  


  
    Macros nodded. “We’ll get there. Let Pug continue.”
  


  
    Pug said, “So if Abram-Sev is the outward force, Ev-Dem is the inward force, the one that tempers Abram-Sev’s chaotic, seemingly random outward burst. That’s where the rules begin.”
  


  
    “Wonderful,” said Macros. He waved his hand and a large chair appeared, on which he sat. “I’m feeling old.”
  


  
    Pug continued, “Then Graff is… how our minds interact with that energy, how dreams come to be, or how gods are formed by human perceptions of natural forces, or how you think of a thing, and it suddenly happens.”
  


  
    “A simple way to put it, but essentially correct,” said Macros, obviously delighted with the flow of the conversation.
  


  
    “Helbinor?” asked Magnus. “The god who does nothing? How does he fit in?”
  


  
    Pug said, “I do not know.”
  


  
    Nakor beamed. “I do.”
  


  
    Macros leaned forward. “I must hear this.”
  


  
    “He only seems to do nothing,” said Nakor. “But if the gods are personifications of natural forces, he’s the personification of things we cannot see, things we do not understand. He is the god of true mystery, things yet undiscovered.”
  


  
    “Say on,” said Macros with a grin matching Nakor’s.
  


  
    “What we have said about forces of creation and the forces that oppose them, and forces created by the mind— that’s too simple. There must be other forces also at play. Forces not only not understood, but not even perceived or suspected. That’s Helbinor. Remember the City Forever. It’s a plan, like a set of drawings laid out by an architect. We were seeing things of wonder, but what were we seeing?”
  


  
    “Go on,” said Pug.
  


  
    “All those things we’ve discussed: the critical importance of mathematics, our limited perceptions, our need for perspective, and most of all, our need to remember the central, important things about being human…” He paused, and smiled ruefully, and moisture gathered in his eyes. “Being human.” He looked at Miranda. “That is our lesson.”
  


  
    She nodded.
  


  
    “We have come to understand that the gods are merely how we see the universe, and that our perspective is limited, incomplete, and flawed— yet it is all we have. It is how we understand,” Nakor went on.
  


  
    “Fair enough,” said Macros.
  


  
    “And Ishap, the Balancer, is the most important of all,” Nakor added. “Without him, everything else is chaos.”
  


  
    “He’s dead,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “So are a lot of the gods,” said Nakor. “Eortis, God of the Sea; the God of Love, the God of Night, the God of Healing, but other gods take on some of their roles, or remember them, so their influences linger, even if their aspects do not. Ishap, he’s gone, but the others remember him, so that’s why he’s still important. It’s why his impact is still felt.”
  


  
    “And why the Ishapians work to make him supreme among the gods,” said Magnus. “To bring him back in order to ensure the balance.”
  


  
    “It’s not my nature to ponder such things,” said Miranda. “But what you’ve shown is so extraordinary that even I’m intrigued. Still, I must ask, what has this to do with the Dread and saving the universe?”
  


  
    Macros stood up. “Now we get to the hard part.” He waved his hand and suddenly the five of them were gone from the pavilion.
  


  
    A faint breeze blew a curtain and a shadow appeared. Then a second, then a third.
  


  
    “Can they do it?” asked the first shadow. It spoke with the voice of a kindly old woman.
  


  
    A voice, muffled as if speaking from beneath a mile of a distant planet’s soil, said, “We can only hope, old enemy.”
  


  
    The third shadow balanced what the Goddess of Good and the God of Evil had said and remained silent.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-One •


  


  Unveiling


  
    

  


  
    Dragons screamed.
  


  
    Tomas awoke. His wife, Queen Aglaranna, rose up at his side and put her hand on his shoulder. “Another dream?”
  


  
    Tomas sat up and swung his legs out of the bed they had shared for more than a century. “I dreamed of dragons again.” He, the human son of a common cook, had been given the armour of the ancient Dragon Lord Ashen-Shugar, and in donning it had started a process of creating a being that was neither human nor Valheru.
  


  
    As a youth in the war with the Tsurani, he had come to Elvandar with Dolgan, now the ancient King of the Dwarves, then the Warleader of the Grey Tower Mountains, and had wintered with the elves. A love had grown between the widowed Queen Aglaranna and the changing man from Crydee. At the end of the war they had wed, and against any possible logic they had had a child, Calis.
  


  
    Softly he said, “I must go.”
  


  
    Aglaranna placed her cheek against his back. “Will I see you again?”
  


  
    “You sense what is coming,” he said. “It is in the hands of the gods.”
  


  
    The elves did not have gods in the human sense, though they venerated Killian, the human goddess of nature, but the elf-queen understood that he was speaking of fate. “You are my heart,” she whispered.
  


  
    “And you mine,” he said. He rose and went to the wardrobe which had been carved into the bole of the massive tree in which the royal apartment was situated. He opened the curtain and there waiting was his armour of white and gold.
  


  
    Minutes later, he was dressed in battle armour he had not donned since flying down to greet the taredhel, and hadn’t worn in combat for what seemed ages. As fierce a warrior as existed on this world, Tomas was by nature a man of peace who enjoyed nothing more than the small, quiet moments he spent with his wife, his son and his friends in Elvandar.
  


  
    He turned and saw that Aglaranna had removed her sleeping gown, and was now wearing one of the simpler robes she preferred when not at court. He smiled. “That shade of green is my favourite on you.”
  


  
    “I know,” she said.
  


  
    Ages of life and loss, wisdom beyond that of mortals, experiences few could imagine: the queen was wise beyond all but a very few in the world. She held herself poised and showed nothing of the pain she was feeling, but he was her husband and could read the small signs. All life ends, they knew, and loss was inevitable, but now was the moment of parting, and this perhaps was the last parting.
  


  
    “If I can, I will return,” he whispered as he gathered her into his arms, kissing her head lightly.
  


  
    She rose up on her toes and kissed him on the mouth, holding him close as if unwilling to let him leave. They lingered long in this embrace, parting at the same moment, knowing it was time.
  


  
    Aglaranna led him out of their apartment and found Calin and the most senior members of the council waiting there. Janil said, “I felt it too, Tomas. The dragons are crying out.”
  


  
    Calin added, “And I bring word of the moredhel.”
  


  
    Tomas looked at his wife’s eldest son. “What of the moredhel?”
  


  
    “Liallan sent us word that the Snow Leopards and their allies are moving to E’bar to aid the taredhel and will pass within our traditional boundaries. They are entering the woodlands to the north-east now.”
  


  
    Tomas nodded. The woods around Elvandar were considered part of the eledhel’s territory and for any moredhel to enter would be considered a hostile act at any other time. “What is their disposition?” he asked.
  


  
    “As they promised, riding with weapons sheathed and on a direct route to the south. They make no threatening moves or gestures.”
  


  
    Queen Aglaranna spoke softly. “So many things to wish for, born out of greater threat: that the dark elves enter our woodlands without violent intent, that we allow them safe passage, and no blood spilled.” She looked up at Tomas and said, “I fear for us all.”
  


  
    “I will do all that I must, to the end, to ensure that you are safe,” said Tomas.
  


  
    Janil said, “I would speak with Cetswaya.”
  


  
    “You have no need to ask permission,” said the queen.
  


  
    “I will send an escort,” said Calin. “But you need to move quickly, for they will be across the river before you can reach them on foot.”
  


  
    “There will be no need,” said Aglaranna. She turned and raised her voice. “Belegroch! Belegroch! Attend us.” She turned back to Calin. “They will bear you willingly, for I know you will go with Janil.”
  


  
    “Mother,” he said, bowing. Turning to Tomas, he said, “If this be farewell, I can only say how honoured I have been to know you.”
  


  
    “Let us hope it is not farewell,” said Tomas. He gripped Calin’s hand. “You bear my love, Calin, as you bear my son’s.” They embraced briefly, then Tomas said, “We must all depart.”
  


  
    “Will you summon a dragon?” asked the queen.
  


  
    “None will answer,” said Janil. “They are singing and crying, and foretelling the end of time as we know it.”
  


  
    “I have no need,” said Tomas. He raised his arms and took to the sky using his own magic. “Farewell all of you!” he cried.
  


  
    Arching high above the canopy of trees, he looked to the north-east, and in the distance could see the might of the northlands— Liallan’s Snow Leopards and their allies, followed by other clans, moving across lands traditionally claimed by the eledhel. He felt the wind blowing in his face and for a moment rejoiced in his own power.
  


  
    The Valheru had always been creatures of incredible might. Their name in the ancient tongue meant “Lord of Power,” and many arts were theirs at whim. Flying on the backs of mighty dragons was both a vanity and a useful practicality; for while the Valheru were capable of many feats, the dragons possessed one skill no Dragon Lord could duplicate: they could navigate the void.
  


  
    Tomas extended his sense and felt instantly that all the dragons were gathering in an isolated region to the south-west of the Empire of Great Kesh, called Dragon’s Eyre, where a ring of mountains, called the Watchmen by those who lived nearby, surrounded the Great Lake.
  


  
    Tomas sped south and turned in the direction of E’bar, the better to judge what was occurring there on his way to find the dragons. The gold-and-white figure sped across the sky high above the trees of the place he loved most in the world, the place he might never see again.
  


  
    

  


  
    The tiger-men prostrated themselves as their master emerged at last from the throne room in the heart of the Great South Forest. More than a century past, another Ancient One had passed this way with a black-robed human, but this was the first time in countless ages their master had been among them.
  


  
    Draken-Korin, Lord of Tigers, emerged from his palace which was now covered in millennia of dirt, lianas, ferns and shrubs. His body had once belonged to a human named Braden— a mercenary, bandit, smuggler, and murderer. Memories of that mortal life lingered, but to his soul he was the remaining Dragon Rider who had dared to take to the skies and confront the new gods.
  


  
    But there was another of his kind out there somewhere, and he sensed him. It was a presence as familiar to him as any of his kindred: Ashen-Shugar, Ruler of the Eagle’s Reaches, his Father-Brother and mortal enemy.
  


  
    Much of the time during which Draken-Korin had lingered deep within the hall below the surface of this world had been devoted to the mere act of survival, as ancient magic possessed the mortal body, healing wounds that would otherwise prove lethal, and integrating ancient powers and knowledge.
  


  
    Memories that were oddly distant also came to him, memories of a time when the sky tore open and he descended into a dark chamber wherein resided a glowing green gem of impossible power. The Lifestone. He remembered…
  


  
    

  


  
    The gods had been too powerful and the Valheru had served only to turn them one against the other, or else they would have perished. They had thought themselves so clever, giving up all their life essences to the Lifestone, that engine of power that was to have propelled them to godhood, holding back only a tiny part to maintain their corporeal bodies during the last battle of the Chaos Wars.
  


  
    Instead, Draken-Korin had found himself facing his most feared rival: his own father, Ashen-Shugar.
  


  
    Fleeing the conflict within the void, Draken-Korin had been no match for Ashen-Shugar and his last memories were of lying broken on the hard soil of this world, his father standing over him.
  


  
    Draken-Korin had looked up at his attacker and whispered, “Why?
  


  
    Pointing with his golden sword at the chaos seen through the massive tear in the sky, Ashen-Shugar said, “This obscenity should never have been allowed. You bring an end to all we knew.”
  


  
    Draken-Korin looked skyward to where his brethren battled the gods. “They were so strong. We could never have dreamed…” His face revealed his terror and hate as Ashen-Shugar raised his golden blade to end it. “But I had the right!” he screamed.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar severed Draken-Korin’s head from his shoulders, and suddenly all was darkness.
  


  
    

  


  
    Now, Draken-Korin took a deep breath, for the memories were painful. Primal rage and bitterness rose up within him, but in his mind there was another voice that found his feelings repellent. A low intelligence, a weak soul, yet still Braden abided, a voice of flawed humanity.
  


  
    Draken-Korin looked at the prostrating tiger-men and said, “Rise.”
  


  
    They did so. He motioned for their leader— Tuan, as every leader of these people was named. “I must depart.”
  


  
    “Will you return, Ancient One?”
  


  
    In a gesture never seen before in the history of the tiger-men, Draken-Korin put his hand on Tuan’s shoulder, and smiled. “Probably not.”
  


  
    “What shall we do?” asked Tuan.
  


  
    “As you did after I last departed, and before I returned. Live.”
  


  
    Draken-Korin closed his eyes and heard dragon song in his mind, punctuated by screams and cries. He remembered…
  


  
    

  


  
    Their haven had been turned into a trap. Below the deepest dungeon in the city of Sethanon lay a chamber constructed by the Valheru before the coming of man to Midkemia.
  


  
    Odd voices had whispered to Draken-Korin and he had felt power surge through him such as he had never possessed before.
  


  
    The Lifestone.
  


  
    And when the skies tore and madness engulfed the universe, the Valheru had battled the new gods, realms far apart in nature crashing together in violent upheaval. Barriers had tumbled and re-established themselves by the moment, dividing the Dragon Host and weakening their resolve.
  


  
    Draken-Korin had known fear. Dreams of conquest, ascension to godhood fled before the spectre of complete annihilation. This was more than two Valheru in a contest for power and territory in which one would fall and the other emerge victorious: this meant the total obliteration of the race.
  


  
    Gods of majestic visage and incredible power had picked up flaming stars and hurled them. Thousands of angels and demons had risen in furious conflict, and time itself became a weapon.
  


  
    Draken-Korin commanded his dragon to flee and the terrified mount had wheeled, and the heavens spun as the Dragon Host’s combined might attempted to tear open a wound in the sky above Midkemia, so that they might slip away from this conflict.
  


  
    “Foolish,” said a voice.
  


  
    Screaming worlds died behind him as Draken-Korin had shouted, “Who speaks?” He had looked behind and seen a presence, a massive black shape, following him. It was a thing of hopelessness and anger, and it had reached for him as if to pull him back, to drag him into a pit from which even light could not escape.
  


  
    “Home!” commanded Draken-Korin and the universe had shattered.
  


  
    

  


  
    Macros said, “When we were in the chamber below Sethanon, holding back the rift that was forming, and Draken-Korin slipped through, a Dreadlord followed.”
  


  
    “Yes?” Pug nodded, curious as to why Macros was reminding him of events he had lived through.
  


  
    “In the aftermath of that conflict, did you ever wonder why they came together?”
  


  
    “Many times,” said Pug, “and in discussions with Tomas afterwards, and with a few others who understand the lore of the Valheru, and the even fewer who know something of the Dread, I still came to no conclusion.”
  


  
    “Then it is time for you to see the truth of that moment.”
  


  
    They stood in a featureless realm of white light which seemed to come from every direction. They felt as if they were standing on a solid floor, but looking down, all they saw was white. “Where are we?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “In the middle of a metaphor,” said Macros. “I’m creating this to illustrate something impossible to show you.”
  


  
    He waved his hand and a spinning ball appeared to hang in the air before them at chest height. “This is… everything.”
  


  
    Pug whispered, “You said ‘size and distance have no meaning.’”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Macros with a smile. “You remember.”
  


  
    “How could I forget?”
  


  
    “Pug, Tomas, Ryath the dragon, and I witnessed this,” said Macros.
  


  
    “What?” asked Miranda, peering at the orb.
  


  
    “It’s featureless,” said Macros, and he also leaned close to inspect it. “It seems to have shape and substance, but yet reflects no light. This is a metaphor for what really happened, and it’s my creation. I haven’t the means to take you back to the Garden at the time we witnessed what I’m about to show you. More, I’m controlling this so I can manipulate a few things so you may understand better what it is you need to know, about the Dread and the coming battle.”
  


  
    He moved his hand and the sphere moved as well, rising to eye level. All around them the light faded until they were floating in darkness, with a single light around the sphere illuminating their faces. “Behold,” Macros said quietly.
  


  
    In an instant the sphere vanished and a light erupted and filled every point of view with blinding brilliance so that they all had to avert their gaze. With the light came a surge of feeling, an almost overwhelming sense of completion and perfection, that left them weeping for joy. Then the light was gone, shattered into billions of tiny lights, and on every side around them were stars, masses of stars, speeding away.
  


  
    Macros cried, “Hold!” and all motion halted.
  


  
    Moving through the void, he walked in a circle around a solitary point where the sphere had been. “Can you see this?” he asked.
  


  
    They saw a flicker in the dark, a swirling mass. “It’s… something,” said Nakor, “but I can’t make out any features.”
  


  
    “Here,” said Macros, and a blazing light shone down from above and brought the tiny mote into view. It was a thing of utter darkness, and no matter the bright light hitting it, nothing was reflected back. Rather, it was seen because of its lack of features, a negative presence amidst all the glory of stars all around it. It was given definition only by where the light could not be seen, where the stars behind it were rendered invisible.
  


  
    “What is it?” whispered Miranda, the alien nature of the object prompting a mood of trepidation in her.
  


  
    Nakor said, “I think it’s the Dread.”
  


  
    Macros said, “There was at the beginning… everything. Matter, energy, space, time, all were one thing. That was the sphere you saw.”
  


  
    “It was massive when we saw it in the Garden,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Perspective,” answered Miranda.
  


  
    “Now you are beginning to understand the lessons,” said Macros. “Watch,” he said. He moved his hands and the dark speck expanded till its irregular surface was finally revealed in detail, reflecting so very faintly the distant stars, offering an impression of movement, of change, something that looked almost like writing.
  


  
    “Remember,” said Macros, “what you are seeing is a metaphor, an analogy, a representation of something so far beyond our ability to apprehend that even what I show you is only a small part of the reality.”
  


  
    The point of view of the observers seemed to swoop in to a point just above a writhing, ever-shifting landscape.
  


  
    “It’s… almost as if it’s in pain,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Astute,” said Macros. He waved his hand and suddenly their entire field of vision was filled by the surface of this mass. “Now,” he said, and colours began to shift. “This is a way to show you something beyond the ability of mortal eyes to see.” A mass of threads rose up from the surface to connect to the fleeing stars, and their number was so vast that it was as if they were speeding through a jungle of white vines. Perspective shifted and for a moment Pug couldn’t judge if he was getting smaller or the threads were getting larger. Then suddenly they stopped.
  


  
    “What is this?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Watch,” said Macros, and they appeared to approach a single thread, which got larger and larger, until it dominated their field of vision, and then within the thread other threads manifested, as if the first thread they saw was some sort of rope. On they drove, deeper into the fabric of that virtual rope until Macros brought them to face one single thread. “Now, pay close attention.” The thread seemed to flicker until at last they saw it wasn’t a thread, but a series of tiny motes so close together that from any distance they seemed to be connected. “So, Nakor, what is this?”
  


  
    The mote expanded and became a translucent sphere within which energy vibrated. The vibrations slowed until the illusion of a sphere vanished and they could see there was a thread of energy that writhed madly, turning itself into a variety of shapes each second. Again Macros waved his hand and it slowed. First the strand was straight, then it looped, then it fluttered upward, then doubled back on itself, one end anchored while the other described the outer limit of its reach, defining the “sphere,” despite moving at speeds faster than the human eye could decipher.
  


  
    The little demon-turned-human stared in wonder, and at last he said, “It’s… stuff.”
  


  
    “Stuff?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “It’s what you call ‘magic,’” said Nakor. “This is what you play with when you think you’re doing magic.”
  


  
    “Wonderful,” said Macros. “Yes, this is what you’ve been struggling to understand your entire life, little gambler. You’ve intuitively understood the single most fundamental truth about our universe.” He put out his hand as if presenting the flickering thread. “This is the basic building block of everything. Nothing smaller exists.”
  


  
    “What is it doing?” asked Miranda. “It’s constantly changing.”
  


  
    “Therein lies the genius of creation,” said Macros. “For this tiny object, this thing that is not energy, nor matter, nor light, nor time, but its own unique thing, decides from instant to instant what it is going to be.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “No one does,” said Macros as if the idea delighted him. “There are things in the universe that we will never fully comprehend. We must just accept it as mystery.”
  


  
    “The first being why this happened,” suggested Miranda.
  


  
    “Yes,” said Macros. “Exactly. There was this perfect state of being, this total harmony of everything…” He stopped, then said, “Words can’t do it justice. You felt that brief instant of bliss as it passed through you. That was how it was eternally.” He laughed. “Or perhaps it was only that way for the tiniest part of a second, because then time was part of everything.”
  


  
    “I’m overwhelmed,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “I’m delighted,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Pug merely glanced at Magnus who said, “Why?”
  


  
    “Why what?” said Macros.
  


  
    “Why the elaborate display? Why not just tell us?”
  


  
    “Two reasons,” said Macros. “Miranda can tell you the first.”
  


  
    “Because he’s not the most reliable source of intelligence we’ve encountered, and in this case showing us is better than merely telling us.”
  


  
    “And,” said Pug, “because we need to understand the scope of what we are confronting.”
  


  
    “You are tasked with the most profound and difficult burden in history: you are to save the universe.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Tomas flew above the trees and as he approached the farthest boundaries of E’bar, he could feel the alien energies infecting the area. First, he saw the clearing to the north of the valley where once the Kingdom and Tsurani armies had battled. Sensing a familiar presence, he located it and swooped down, landing easily next to his son.
  


  
    Beside Calis, Arkan of the Ardanien looked on with hooded eyes, uncertain of how to keep his deep rush of emotions under control. He was torn between drawing his sword and attacking the white-and-gold armoured figure, or begging forgiveness for some unnamed shortcoming.
  


  
    “Father!” cried Calis, and they embraced.
  


  
    “I thought you were to return to your mother as soon as you had finished carrying word to the Kingdom?”
  


  
    “At Ylith, while I was waiting for safe passage south to Krondor, several odd things happened.” He nodded to Arkan. “Arkan, this is my father. Father, this is Arkan, the Chieftain of the Ardanien.”
  


  
    “Gorath’s son,” said Tomas. “I met your father. He was a remarkable person.”
  


  
    Arkan inclined his head. Since Tomas had appeared, rumours of his nature had circulated among the clans of the north, speculation ranging from him being a pretender with some magic ability, to his being a tool of the eledhel by which to claim dominance over all the elven people. But one moment in the presence of this towering figure in white and gold, and Arkan knew to the core of his being that this was indeed an embodiment of an Ancient One. He fought the desire to fall to his knees in obeisance.
  


  
    “I encountered the sons of the Duke of Crydee,” Calis said. “The mantle of the dukedom has passed to his eldest son, Henry. So I spoke to Martin and Brendan, and passed word of their mother’s and the others’ safety. My duty being done, I felt free to find out what our friend here was doing in the Kingdom.”
  


  
    Arkan looked at Calis askance at the term “friend,” judging it to be meant as a friendly jibe, and stayed silent.
  


  
    Tomas indicated that he wished to have a private moment with Calis and led him a short distance away.
  


  
    “You’re leaving,” said Calis, and it wasn’t a question. “The dragons call.”
  


  
    “You hear it, too?”
  


  
    “In my dreams, Father.” He studied the face of the marvellous man who had sired him; studied the features as familiar as his own reflection. He knew of the struggles endured by the human side of him to control the Dragon Lord’s rage, and yet all he had known since his birth had been love and acceptance. Calis kept his emotions under control as he considered that this might be the last time they spoke. He said, “My life has been one of wonder and love. I thank whatever gods listen every day for my mother and my father.”
  


  
    Tomas felt himself swept up in powerful emotion. “I could not have asked for a better son,” he declared. “Take care of your mother if I do not return.”
  


  
    “I will,” Calis said stoically. His father’s request was unnecessary, but a reminder that both men faced the possibility of not surviving this coming fight. They embraced and lingered for a moment, then separated.
  


  
    Tomas turned. “How fares this struggle?” He looked down the hillside at the ruby dome.
  


  
    “We appear to have reached stalemate. The enemy within brings more power to bear, but the magic-users who have arrived to aid the taredhel have blunted the assault. I do not know how much longer we can withstand the mounting pressure inside the dome.”
  


  
    “Come,” said Tomas and he walked back to the motionless moredhel chieftain. “Arkan,” he said, “your clans march south.”
  


  
    A flicker of concern passed over Arkan’s face. “Clans? I have but one.”
  


  
    Tomas smiled. “Your aunt’s clans, then.”
  


  
    “Liallan comes here?”
  


  
    “She brings the might of the Snow Leopards and their allies to aid the taredhel. Every shaman of note is coming to help push back whatever’s trying to get out into our world.”
  


  
    Arkan was silent, then asked, “My people?”
  


  
    “I do not know if the Ice Bears were called, but I can’t imagine her not calling every sword and shaman tied to her.”
  


  
    “She takes a great risk,” said Arkan.
  


  
    “I know,” said Tomas. “She abandons the north to Narab and his allies.”
  


  
    “You know much of our politics,” said the moredhel chieftain.
  


  
    “We have always thought it wise to keep an eye on our neighbours,” Tomas said. The relationship between the various nations of elves had long been contentious and bloody, and it was considered bad taste to mention the kinship involved. The use of the word “neighbours” instead of “cousins” was appreciated, and Arkan inclined his head.
  


  
    “I must ask, though,” said Tomas, “why are you here? You departed the north long before the events here.”
  


  
    “Liallan sent me,” he said. “She and her shaman dream—”
  


  
    Before he could finish, Tomas said, “—of dragons.”
  


  
    Arkan paused, his eyes widening in surprise. Then he nodded. “Yes, they dream of dragons.”
  


  
    “Why you?” asked Tomas.
  


  
    “Many reasons,” said Arkan, “but foremost, she saw me in a vision, atop a hill, protecting a human magician in a black robe, and judged it to be a foretelling.”
  


  
    “Liallan’s bloodline numbered many with that gift,” said Tomas. “Her sister was considered a shaman, though tainted by your father’s choices.”
  


  
    “My mother,” said Arkan softly, “is someone of whom I never speak.” In his eyes, his mother, Cullich, had betrayed his father after the first battle of Sethanon, when Gorath had ordered the remaining forces of the moredhel north, and she had renounced their marriage.
  


  
    Tomas nodded. “I meant no offence. Apologies.”
  


  
    Arkan stood motionless. The most powerful figure he had ever encountered, perhaps the most powerful single mortal being on this world, had just apologized to him. This was perhaps the most unexpected thing he had ever encountered in his life. He inclined his head and said, “There is no offence… Tomas.”
  


  
    Tomas smiled and turned his attention to the ruby dome. Using his own powers, he studied its structures for a moment, then said, “I recognize a very odd but familiar quality to what is seeking to leave.”
  


  
    “The Dread?” asked Calis.
  


  
    Tomas nodded. “It will take Pug and Magnus to push that back whence it came.” He looked at his son. “No word from them?”
  


  
    “Ruffio is here on behalf of the Conclave and Stardock, but there’s no word from Pug or Magnus, or Miranda and Nakor.”
  


  
    Tomas’s eyebrows rose.
  


  
    “It’s a long story, but Miranda and Nakor…”
  


  
    Tomas held up his hand. “If we see one another again, you can tell me the long story. However it happened, if Miranda and Nakor are with Pug and Magnus, then perhaps this day will be ours.” He looked at Arkan. “If Liallan’s vision of you protecting a black-robed human magic-user is a foretelling, then it is a critical role you play. The survival of all of us may depend on you protecting whichever man in black— Pug or his son— is fated to be in your care.”
  


  
    “I will give my life if I must,” said Arkan.
  


  
    “We all may,” said Tomas.
  


  
    “Are you not staying to confront that thing within the dome?” asked Arkan.
  


  
    “No,” said Tomas, “for the powers of the Valheru are not given to the more subtle arts of magic, and should what is in that dome emerge, even my sword will make little difference. I am destined to play another role. And now I must answer the call of dragons.” He smiled. “If they wish me to return, I will. If they have other plans for me, fare you well, both of you.”
  


  
    Calis and Arkan both nodded.
  


  
    Tomas leaped into the sky and in a giant arc sped into the distance.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Two •


  


  Revelation


  
    

  


  
    On all sides the universe unfolded.
  


  
    Five magic-users studied an incredibly complex array of energy and matter.
  


  
    “There are ten dimensions, three which you perceive, one which you experience, and six so profound that even gods wonder at their nature,” said Macros.
  


  
    “Height, width, depth, and time,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “There are six more?” asked Nakor, his curiosity piqued.
  


  
    “Perhaps more, but six I have been able to deduce, using a complex set of…” He grinned at the little demon in Nakor’s form. “We do not have time for this. I will indulge you if I can at some later time.”
  


  
    Miranda softly said, “I’m struggling to understand what you’re showing me, but more importantly, I need to know what the point of all this is.”
  


  
    “It’s complex at a level that gives me a headache to consider, let alone attempt to understand,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “You’re coming to the end,” said Macros. “But each step has been needed so you can approach the coming conflict with as much knowledge as possible.” He turned and seemed to walk around the mass at the centre. “We shall return to this in a moment.” He waved his hand and the virtual universe around them appeared to speed away from the Dread, following the countless tendrils of energy that gave the impression of being connected to everything. Then the vision halted, and they were left with a vista of curving space, moving away from the centre, connected throughout by energy.
  


  
    “It is a common error of all sentient beings to see the universe as being limited by the capabilities of their own perceptions. A race of blind creatures might perceive light as heat, but they will not understand light unless there’s a different means to detect it,” said Macros. “What is this thing that happened, this primary birth of all known universes?” he asked.
  


  
    The other four remained silent.
  


  
    “Nearly every race has a creation myth, everything from a single ultimate god willing the universe into existence, to the world being born out of struggle, to living in a god’s dream…” He shrugged. “Whatever one can imagine, I guess.”
  


  
    “We were taught,” said Magnus, “that before the Chaos Wars began, the two blind gods of the beginning…”
  


  
    Macros interrupted, “Consider.” He waved his hand again and images of two powerful beings appeared on either side of a swirling torrent of energies. A massive male stood grasping at the flood and tearing shreds out, casting them in every direction. Opposite him, the female figure reached out with incredible speed and grabbed the threads of life and wove them into a tapestry that looped around behind her and fed the torrent.
  


  
    “The earliest personification of the two fundamental forces in the universe— creation and destruction— but what does it show you?”
  


  
    “That nothing ends,” said Pug softly.
  


  
    Macros beamed with pride. “Yes, nothing ever ends. As sentient creatures arose, the multitude of gods arose with them, each offering a reflection of those people. In some cases, like your Dasati, there were literally thousands of gods, since they assigned a deity to even the most mundane aspects of daily life: a goddess of the garden, a god of the hearth, a god of this and that. Others ascribed minor issues to spirits and lesser beings, leaving the gods to personify only the larger aspects of life: love and war, health and wisdom, fortune and nature.” He shrugged. “I know this came about, but I do not know how it happened. There are worlds upon which the gods walk, interact with their worshippers, and worlds like Midkemia where the gods are present, but only a very few such as yourselves encounter them. There are worlds in which the gods exist and are never seen. And worlds where the gods do not even exist.”
  


  
    “No gods?” asked Nakor thoughtfully.
  


  
    “You find that interesting?” asked Macros.
  


  
    “Very,” said Nakor. “It means the forces control the gods, not the other way around.”
  


  
    “Almost correct,” said Macros. “In some worlds there seems to be a synergy, but for the most part what Kalkin said to you is the root truth: they are merely personifications of natural forces given whatever powers they possess by their worshippers. They have aspects that are perceived by mortals, and attributes they can wield.”
  


  
    “Then who or what is responsible for all of this?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    Macros smiled delightedly. “Daughter, I have never been more proud of your abilities as I am now; you cut to the heart of it.”
  


  
    He swept his hand and moved them back closer to the image of the Dread, the writhing mass at the centre of the colossal explosion that created the universes. “There are cultures whose myths contain the concept of a single god: the Ultimate, the One, the Father or the Mother, the Demiurge…” He shook his head in resignation. “No one will ever know, unless that entity, whatever it may be, chooses to reveal itself, and I for one think that is impossible.”
  


  
    “Impossible?” asked Magnus. “For an entity who did all this?”
  


  
    “Go have a conversation with a flower, reveal yourself to a butterfly—”
  


  
    “The spider,” said Pug, nodding with understanding.
  


  
    Macros paused for a moment, then smiled. “The lesson I inflicted on you while you were training with the Tsurani, yes.”
  


  
    The others looked at Pug and he said, “If you disturb a spider’s web, the spider will be aware of that disturbance, but it doesn’t understands what’s causing it. Moreover, if a spider is running up your arm and inflicts a bite, does it know who it is biting?”
  


  
    “No, of course not,” answered Miranda.
  


  
    “But there is still a causal relationship there,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Yes,” agreed Macros.
  


  
    “Then we are left with a mystery,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Not a mystery,” said his grandfather, “but the mystery. The single greatest mystery of all.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “But you have a theory.”
  


  
    “Always,” said Macros. “But I am not so audacious as to give it a name. All I can do is to describe it as best I can.”
  


  
    The tendrils of energy sped closer to them again. “These… threads link everything together. I think they are what we would call Mind. There is a higher Mind, a thing some cultures even worship as the God Mind, or name it after a particular deity or prophet or saviour, or simply the universal or higher consciousness. It’s rather like your own mind being very busy while the hair on your arm doesn’t really care much what you’re thinking about: we each have our own tiny bits of mind that we’re concerned with, and leave the universal consciousness, the Mind, to its own devices.”
  


  
    “Mind,” muttered Nakor. “It easily accommodates Miranda and me still being here, and you, too.”
  


  
    “A slice of Mind,” said Pug. “Kulgan, and you.”
  


  
    “If you sliced those tendrils finely enough, and gathered the thinnest slice of their essence, they would heal almost instantly and no one would notice.”
  


  
    “But who could do such a thing?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “We return to the ultimate mystery.” Macros looked at Pug. “If you recall, when travelling the Hall after fleeing the Garden, you asked me what the gods were doing to intervene, and I said we were the intervention, we were doing the gods’ work.”
  


  
    “Now I understand,” said Pug. “The gods are our personification of forces. We create them, therefore when we’re working for the gods—”
  


  
    “We’re working for ourselves,” finished Macros.
  


  
    “What of the Dread?” asked Magnus. “What are they and how do we best confront them?”
  


  
    “Again, you’re mistaking one thing for many. The Dread is a single entity, just like the Mind. Two halves of a coin, two sides of a parchment, two things connected in a profound way.”
  


  
    “The Dread is the opposite of Mind?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “No, the Dread is the other side of Mind,” Macros replied.
  


  
    “Explain, please,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Everything is connected,” began Macros. “So we can speculate why this all took place. Perhaps Mind got curious? I have no idea: my understanding is very limited. But one significant difference is that time was spun out of the ball of everything and allowed to unfold.”
  


  
    “Why is that more important than the other aspects of reality being turned loose?” asked Nakor.
  


  
    “Because time is what keeps everything from happening simultaneously!” answered Macros. “Because of time, you can see evolutions and changes…” He stopped. “Let me show you something, and pay close attention, for this is the Dread’s one weakness, their one vulnerability that you must somehow exploit.”
  


  
    He waved his hand and a stream of water appeared in the air, moving in a downward arc. “Consider this jet of water as an analogy for time.” He pointed to the top. “Imagine a single drop to be a moment, which flows from here down to here.”
  


  
    “I see,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Now, we are in a drop, our ‘now,’ and we travel along with it, so when we were up here,” he pointed to the top of the stream, “that was yesterday, and when we get here,” he pointed to the bottom, “it will be tomorrow.”
  


  
    “So as the drop travels we pass from yesterday through now to tomorrow.” said Pug.
  


  
    “But it’s always now,” said Nakor. “This is all a matter of perception.”
  


  
    “True,” Macros agreed, “but it’s necessary for us to see what we see, understand as we do, and learn, for our part of the task is to grow and bring to the Mind our tiny contribution so that it may understand.”
  


  
    “Understand what?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “Itself. We are Mind learning about itself, the totality of the universe trying to understand itself fully. All of us, every conscious being on every world in every reality. We are all connected; nothing dies because what we learn is part of Mind.”
  


  
    “I can’t begin to pretend I understand what you’re saying,” said Miranda, her manner betraying an impatience with the abstract. “Tell us about the weakness of the Dread.”
  


  
    “The Dread cannot see the now. They see the entirety of time all at once. It was they who set the time trap in the Garden for Pug, Tomas, and me, in the hope we’d simply move to another part of the stream without the means to return, but they couldn’t anticipate we’d take the course we did.”
  


  
    “I still don’t see how the Dread’s ability to see the entirety of time is a weakness,” said Magnus. “Why haven’t they done whatever they know will work to bring about the ending they seek?”
  


  
    “Because they see this!” said Nakor, barely able to contain his excitement. “They see the entire stream, and yes, they see all the drops in it, but they can’t follow a single drop.” He started sticking his finger in various parts of the stream. “So they poke here, and there, and try to make this work or that work, and they watch and see results, but there is no coherency!”
  


  
    “Exactly,” said Macros. “At various times they’ve attempted to do whatever they could to defeat Mind and what it is seeking.”
  


  
    “Why?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    Pug said, “And why Midkemia?”
  


  
    “As for the second, it had to be somewhere. Why not Midkemia? This is where they got lucky in trying to break into your realm. As for the first…” He waved his hand and Pug and the others saw a high mountain meadow populated by luminous beings floating about the ground, jewel-faceted and lit from within. The Sven-ga’ri. Their language was emotion, and to be near them was to hear music.
  


  
    “On many worlds,” Macros continued, “the Dread reached out and placed… markers. For they also understand the limits of their own perception when it comes to time. The Sven-ga’ri are one of these ‘markers,’ a way for them to discover the secret of a continuity of time we take for granted. So profound is the need of the Dread for these markers to endure that they used the powerful arts to protect them.”
  


  
    “They made them beautiful,” said Pug.
  


  
    “They speak with feelings,” said Macros, “and they seem gentle and harmless. But even the Dragon Lords recognized them as having terrible potential for danger.”
  


  
    “Which is why they placed the elves to guard them?”
  


  
    “They created the Quor, or rather they facilitated the creation of the Quor,” said Macros. “The Valheru could not create true life, but only take life and change it. The Quor were once plants— in a sense they’re animated trees— and pre-date even the elves as the oldest sentient beings on Midkemia. Then the elves evolved, and they placed elves to guard the Quor.”
  


  
    “Why guard them if they were a means for the Dread to find Midkemia again?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Because they didn’t understand them,” said Macros, “and feared that to destroy them might bring terrible danger. The Dragon Lords were capricious and wanton in their destruction, but they were not stupid.”
  


  
    “What about the Sven-ga’ri we found on the Island of the Snake Men?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Destroyed utterly when you sprang your trap. Along, I’m sorry to say, with the entire population of that Pantathian city. It was clear that the Dread put your destruction ahead of keeping the Sven-ga’ri on the island alive.” He shrugged. “They had the ones in the Peaks of the Quor anyway, and perhaps they’ve discovered another way in.”
  


  
    “Those Pantathians were a gentle aspect of that race,” said Magnus. “It is tragic.”
  


  
    “Nothing dies,” said Macros. “What they are, who they were, returned to Mind and will manifest itself somewhere else at some other time.”
  


  
    “That’s hardly comforting to the Pantathians who died in that blast,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “You’re probably right,” said Macros. “But I can share one thing with you. When I was attempting to attain godhood, while my body wandered almost mindless, wasting away on the shore by Stardock, before you pulled me away, and then, again, as I tried to ascend, what I can tell you is that when you join with the Mind, the more you know, the less your sense of self endures. It becomes closer to that moment of bliss you felt when the Sphere of Creation exploded.” He looked from face to face. “They feel no pain, and their minds are with that bliss.”
  


  
    “Hardly seems a recommendation for seeking oblivion,” said Miranda dryly.
  


  
    “Life is tenacious,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Very much so,” said Macros. “I have no knowledge of where my own mind went after I left you. This slice of my existence knows much, but not everything. I do not know what that Dasati holding my memories said and did, though I expect his… my participation was needed.”
  


  
    “It was,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Macros,” said Pug, “you’ve shown us astonishing things, and offered us perspectives beyond imagining. But I still do not see how we are to deal with something as vast as the Dread.”
  


  
    “As I said,” Macros replied, “the Dread’s weakness is its perspective on time. What you must do is find a moment, one critical instant, and focus its consciousness there. That will cause it to lose track of its other markers, like the one destroyed in the Pantathian city. And do not forget those in the Peaks of the Quor must be destroyed as well. Once it becomes obsessed, then maybe we shall see the beginning of a slow return to stability between the Dread and Mind.”
  


  
    “How do we do that?” said Pug.
  


  
    “That,” said Macros, “is the problem you were given to solve, Pug.”
  


  
    Pug thought about this while Macros started to make the vista round them return to where it had been before, so that it looked as if stars and galaxies were moving back towards the centre, where lurked the Dread. “Oh, Macros,” he said, “one thing. Gathis? What became of him?”
  


  
    Macros said, “He died of old age. When it was his time he just left, as was his kind’s wont. They die apart.”
  


  
    “What manner of creature was he?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “As the taredhel wandered the stars, so did goblinkind. His race was highly evolved: poets, scholars, healers, artificers of beauty. He was the last of his kind.”
  


  
    “Hearing that makes me wish it true that nothing ever dies.” Pug had expected that the kindly keeper of Macros’s household on Sorcerer’s Isle was now dead, but hearing it as fact made him sad.
  


  
    “Truly,” said Macros.
  


  
    “In all this,” said Miranda, “you’ve never answered the first question: why the Dread wage war on everything.”
  


  
    “Really?” said Macros. “Why, I thought it would have been obvious by now.” He waved his hand and again they floated in white light with a single dark sphere before them. “This,” he said, pointing. “This was eternal, or as eternal as something can be with all time contained within it. It was, or is, or will be, everything— past, present, future, matter, light, heart and mind, love and hate, all of it rolled up in this tidy little ball. Then— bang!— Mind and that feeling of perfect bliss sped away from the Dread and left this miserable component behind.” With a gesture he made the Dread appear again without the rest of the sphere. “Whatever impulse drove Mind to seek experience, to put time out in a line, and to learn all that it could about itself, the Dread wants things back the way they were, returned to that perfect, blissful state.”
  


  
    Nakor didn’t smile. “The Dread are lonely.”
  


  
    “In a way,” said Macros. “This is the fundamental battle in reality. Nothing is more basic.”
  


  
    “Back to basics,” said Pug softly.
  


  
    “What do we do now?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “You return to Midkemia and finish a battle already begun,” said Macros. “Should you fail and the Dread achieve their goal, then all will return to the primal state and none of what we think of as history will have occurred, for time will be retracted into that sphere and none of the reality we have experienced will have ever happened.”
  


  
    With a nod of his head, a vortex appeared. Pug glanced at the others, then ran to it, jumping in head-first. Miranda, Magnus, and Nakor followed.
  


  
    Macros started to follow, but the vortex vanished, leaving him standing in a void of white light.
  


  
    Slowly, he said, “It is over?”
  


  
    An echo in his mind said, “Yes,” and Macros the Black, sorcerer supreme of Midkemia, vanished from view for ever.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Three •


  


  Encounters


  
    

  


  
    Liallan held up her hand.
  


  
    The column of moredhel horsemen behind her reined in and the signal was passed back until over five thousand warriors had halted their march. From the west, riders approached across the river that marked the boundary between the outer elven forests and unclaimed land; a dozen or more on horses which were legends among the moredhel — the near-mythical mounts of Elvandar, a breed of horse considered mystical, magical, and untameable. The leader was a mature male elf with dark hair and eyes, and his manner identified him before he drove his mount into the shallow waters. The other horses reached the nearby bank and halted, and Liallan noted these had no bridle or saddle. The lead rider threw his leg over his mount’s neck and slid down, then hurried to help a much older elf dismount.
  


  
    Escorting Janil to the head of the moredhel column, they reached Liallan. The leader of the Snow Leopards looked down and said, “You are most certainly Prince Calin.”
  


  
    He bowed his head. “And you are no doubt Liallan of the Hamandien.”
  


  
    “You’ve sent no small number of my clan to hunt with our ancestors in the sky,” she said sternly.
  


  
    “Only when it was necessary.”
  


  
    She actually laughed. “So tell me, then, Prince of Elvandar, why are you here? We will honour our pledge to pass by and leave you untroubled.”
  


  
    “I would not question your oath, lady,” he replied. “Our eldest Spellweaver needs to speak to one of your clan.”
  


  
    Liallan looked down at Janil, who said, “I need to speak with Cetswaya.”
  


  
    At a sign from Liallan, the ancient shaman of the Ardanien moved his horse around a group of riders that included the two taredhel, Gulamendis and Laromendis. Calin inclined his head in greeting and the two elves from E’bar returned the gesture. The old elf on horseback continued past Liallan until he looked down on Calin and the ancient Spellweaver and said at last, “Janil.”
  


  
    “Cetswaya,” she said. “We need to talk.”
  


  
    The old shaman looked at Liallan, who nodded, and he dismounted and went with the ancient Spellweaver.
  


  
    Calin watched them move away. “How do they know one another?”
  


  
    Liallan laughed. “Shamans and Spellweavers, you know how they are, like gossipy old women. No doubt they trade recipes in their sleep with that dream-talk of theirs.” She lowered her voice. “And if your mother hasn’t told you, it’s how she keeps track of me, and how I keep track of her. We may be enemies, but there are times when it’s useful to have a means of communication. When you see her, tell her that letting us pass in peace will not be forgotten.”
  


  
    At a discreet distance away from the others, Janil said to Cetswaya, “It is good to meet you at last.”
  


  
    He nodded. “And you.”
  


  
    “I have had a vision,” said Janil, throwing back her hood, so that her grey hair blew freely in the wind. “The dragons are in moot and the Ancient Ones again move.”
  


  
    “Ancient Ones?” said Cetswaya. “There is more than one?”
  


  
    “There is another,” she answered, “and they fly to meet the dragons.”
  


  
    “To what purpose?” asked the shaman.
  


  
    “I do not know.” She looked at Cetswaya and he looked away to the south. “What do you dream?”
  


  
    “A great evil arises where our cousins from the stars have made their home, a thing called from the darkest part of the universe. I know we will not prevail on our own.”
  


  
    “I sense that as well,” said the old woman. “Yet you bring an army. Do you think swords and bows will make a difference?”
  


  
    “I do not know. It is how we are.” He smiled slightly. “You know how we are.”
  


  
    She nodded. All types of elves were related, but it was not a relationship they chose to acknowledge openly if given a choice. The roots of conflict went back to the abandonment of Midkemia by their masters, the Dragon Lords, and the choices made by each group of elves as to how they would live. For centuries the conflict had been bitter.
  


  
    “Does Liallan bring her entire clan?”
  


  
    “And allies,” said Cetswaya.
  


  
    “And your clan, the Ice Bears?”
  


  
    “As well.”
  


  
    “I’ve had other visions,” said Janil.
  


  
    “I have also,” said Cetswaya. “But I have always distrusted dream-visions. They are too undependable, too subject to interpretation.”
  


  
    “Yet you are here.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the old shaman. “Did you have a vision of the end?”
  


  
    The old Spellweaver was silent for a long minute, then she said, “I have seen a pit so dark that light cannot escape from it, a thing so terrible it should not be imagined, let alone exist. I have seen the ending of us all.” She paused. “But I have also seen the closing of that pit, but at great sacrifice, perhaps too great if vain heroics outweigh prudence. May I counsel Liallan?”
  


  
    Cetswaya turned and motioned to another elderly elf who came forward. “Arjuda,” said Cetswaya as introduction.
  


  
    “Janil,” said the shaman of the Snow Leopards. “We have met in dream.”
  


  
    “We dream of this coming conflict and see an ending. Have you?”
  


  
    He shook his head. “I have dreamed until a gem is sundered, then I awake.”
  


  
    “A gem?”
  


  
    “A ruby of impossible size, as big as a city.”
  


  
    Janil said, “With all humility, may I advise Liallan?”
  


  
    Arjuda looked at Cetswaya, who gave a slight nod.
  


  
    “I will intercede,” said Arjuda, and the three magic-users returned to stand before the commander of the moredhel host. Arjuda said to Liallan, “The Spellweaver asks permission to advise.”
  


  
    Liallan’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You seek to counsel me, Eledhel?”
  


  
    “If you will permit,” said Janil.
  


  
    “Say on, then.” Liallan leaned forward in the saddle and gave the Spellweaver her full attention.
  


  
    Janil said, “We have dreamed of dragons and ancient warriors, and a dark pit from which a horror rises.”
  


  
    Liallan said nothing.
  


  
    “We dream of dragons with riders on their backs, and a confrontation from which none here may escape. I argue caution.”
  


  
    “You’re asking me to turn my army around and go home?”
  


  
    “What you face is a thing of horror and darkness from the deepest pit in the universe, and it will not rest until it has consumed everything. Your braves will die with their swords in hand or nocking arrows, but they will die. Only the power of our magic can stem its entrance to our world.”
  


  
    Liallan fell mute and studied the old Spellweaver. Finally she said, “This is your counsel? I am to turn my warriors around and march home?”
  


  
    Janil nodded. “Let Cetswaya and the other shamans continue.” She raised a staff and the elf steed hurried to her side. “We will ride with them, for every Spellweaver in Elvandar is here!”
  


  
    From out of the trees behind Calin and his escort a hundred figures moved, some on foot, others on the backs of the magic horses of Elvandar, but all moved with purpose. Acailia, leader of the eldar, rode a roan stallion. He bowed his head to Liallan and Cetswaya. “Leader of the Snow Leopards, I speak for every magic-user in Elvandar. This is our burden. Spare the lives of your young warriors. Let them return home to be fathers and husbands, that your clans may endure should the rest of us prevail.”
  


  
    Liallan considered. She turned and motioned for a young warrior to approach. To the elves who didn’t know him, Liallan said, “This is Antesh, son of Arkan, who leads the Ice Bears.” She signalled for another young warrior to ride forward. “This is Nadeer, a chieftain of the Snow Leopards, lesser in years, yet gifted.” She looked at the two young men. “Nadeer, I give to Antesh my daughter Kalina as wife. Bear witness.”
  


  
    The younger chieftain hid surprise and nodded once.
  


  
    “Antesh, it seems those of us who ride south are fated for destruction.” She cast a dubious look at the magic-users. “Though experience teaches me that fate is often the servant of those who seize the moment. Still, there is a caution here. While we ride apparently to save the entire world, even those within it we don’t particularly wish to save, our clan’s enemies are still going about their business, plotting and planning.” She let out a long breath. “Antesh, take your Ice Bears back to the camp at Snow River and wait. Nadeer, take your family and the allies and go with him. If I come back, all will be as it was. If I do not, you two are…” She shrugged. “Form a new clan, with a new name, for if you do not, Narab will hunt you down to the last child to ensure that the Snow Leopards are obliterated. Take the combined clans into the north as your father did if you need to, but save our children.”
  


  
    If Antesh was disappointed at being ordered to leave, he did not reveal it, but merely nodded his head and said, “My father always saw you as the wisest leader among our people, my aunt. I will do as you bid. Kalina will be safe, as will the children of the Snow Leopards at Snow River. On my life.”
  


  
    “I too will obey,” said Nadeer.
  


  
    The two young men rode to the rear. As they did so, horsemen began to peel away from the ranks behind and follow the two young chieftains, one in five returning north.
  


  
    Liallan looked at the two taredhel. “And what is your choice?”
  


  
    Laromendis almost laughed. “I didn’t think we had one. We will continue. E’bar may have been our home for only a short time, but it is our home.”
  


  
    Liallan nodded. To the remaining host of dark elves and the light elves’ Spellweavers, she said, “Now, let’s move on. I’m feeling a strong need to hunt down this nameless horror and kill it.”
  


  
    She raised her arm and signalled the resumption of the march south.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal signalled and Martin waved a red flag, then after a moment a white one. “Send a rider to tell him we see perfectly.” Martin was high above the ancient keep, establishing a warning system to announce Chadwick of Ran’s arrival.
  


  
    A soldier saluted and hurried off.
  


  
    A shout from behind Hal caused him to look back at his camp and he saw a sentry signalling and pointing down the road. Dust indicated the approach of a company of riders.
  


  
    Hal mounted his horse and rode down the hill, past the camp. The five riders wore the prince’s colours, and the fifth rider was familiar. Leaping from his horse, Hal hurried forward as Swordmaster Phillip dismounted. “Phillip!” he said with obvious delight as he hugged the old man to the point of almost lifting him off the ground. “We thought you lost!”
  


  
    “Close, my lord,” he said, looking at the man he had first handed a sword to as a boy.
  


  
    “Come, Martin will be overjoyed when he gets back from Sethanon Keep.”
  


  
    A sergeant in the prince’s livery stepped forward. “My lord, a message from his highness.”
  


  
    Phillip’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll save you the time of reading it. Oliver’s moving.”
  


  
    “How long ago?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “We left Prince Edward’s camp four days ago, riding hard.”
  


  
    Glancing at the exhausted horses, Hal said, “I can see that.”
  


  
    “Our spies reported that Oliver broke camp two days before that, so he’s been on the march for six days now. He’ll be reaching Edward in four more, five at the outside. He’s moving slowly and keeping his forces rested.”
  


  
    “Come, let’s get something to drink and discuss what needs to be done here.” To the sergeant of Prince Edward’s messenger unit, Hal said, “See my sergeant over there.” He indicated a large soldier in a Crydee tabard. “His name is Samuels; have him find you a tent for the night. I’ll see you have fresh mounts to leave tomorrow and I’ll then give you any message I have for the prince.”
  


  
    “Yes, my lord,” said the sergeant and indicated for his men to follow him.
  


  
    Hal called up a soldier to take Swordmaster Phillip’s mount and care for it, and led the old master-of-arms to the command tent. As they entered, Ty looked up from a spread of maps on the table and smiled broadly. “Swordmaster Phillip!” He gripped the Swordmaster’s hand and said, “It’s been a while.”
  


  
    “Since you won the Master’s Court,” said Phillip. He glanced at the two young men and said, “Good to see you both.”
  


  
    Hal dispatched an orderly to fetch wine and food. “I assumed you’d fallen along the way. We’ve had no word of you since you departed Roldem to rejoin Father at the western muster.”
  


  
    “It’s a long story, your grace.”
  


  
    “Please, it’s still Hal when we’re alone.”
  


  
    “Hal, it began when we got word of the muster. I found myself seeking a ship to an Isles city in the Sea of Kingdoms. I settled for one on the evening tide bound for Ran. I was with a dozen other masters and nobles hurrying back to the Kingdom, and when we reached Ran, a squad of Chadwick’s palace guard met the ship and placed some of us under arrest.”
  


  
    “You’ve been in Chadwick’s dungeon?”
  


  
    “Not quite that grim,” said Phillip, nodding his thanks when handed a cup of wine by the returning orderly. “Some of us were kept in pleasant enough little rooms in the palace, though under guard, and we were even allowed to stroll in the garden overlooking the bay for a few hours a day. I compared notes with the others and we learned that Chadwick had entered into a bargain with Oliver. We were furious he’d do that with a war with Kesh underway, but days stretched into weeks, then into months.” He sat back. “I worried myself sick wondering how you boys and your father were doing.” He lowered his head as moisture gathered in his eyes. “I managed not to hear news of the duke until I reached Prince Edward. I’m so sorry, Hal.”
  


  
    “He treasured your service, Phillip,” said Hal. “As will I.” Then he laughed ruefully. “Of course, I’m not sure where you’ll serve, as my duchy is chock-full of Keshians at the moment.”
  


  
    “Once we sort out this business with Oliver and his thugs, we’ll get back to where we once were, I’m sure of it,” said the Swordmaster.
  


  
    “On to more pressing matters,” said Hal. “How did you escape from Ran?”
  


  
    “When Chadwick marshalled his forces to march to join Oliver, a few of us managed to slip over the garden wall and get down to the street between the palace and the road to the harbour. The city was in an uproar with the entire army of Ran leaving. I sold the ring your father gave me, the one with the ruby, and bought horses for myself and the other three who escaped. It was easy enough to slip out of the city with a band of mercenaries, and we were miles away without hearing any alarm about our escape. We rode right past most of Chadwick’s army, circled the van so that he and his councillors wouldn’t recognize any of us, and made for Rodez. There we split up and I used the last of my gold to sail to Salador. When I got there, Bas-Tyra held the city and I found his acting marshal, a captain named Ronsard, who got me a fresh horse and supplies. Then I rode like mad to circle around Oliver’s army, got chased by his skirmishers on the north flank, and reached Edward.”
  


  
    “And now you’re here,” said Hal. “To my relief.” He looked at Ty and said, “I’m going to change a few things. With Phillip here, I’m going to put you in charge of the ambush.”
  


  
    Ty said, “That might be fun.”
  


  
    “You have an odd idea of fun,” said Hal. He looked at Phillip. “We plan on grabbing Chad’s tail like a bulldog and not letting go until he turns away from engaging Edward. Even if we fail to stop him, I hope we can delay him enough that when he reaches Albalyn, Edward will hold the field. If Oliver prevails, it doesn’t matter what we do here.”
  


  
    Phillip said, “I’ll do whatever you command, my lord.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Hal, “because I need you to hold a position as if you had a thousand men.”
  


  
    “How many will I get?”
  


  
    “Two hundred.”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Phillip. “Then give me two hundred hard-headed brawlers, and I’ll hold as long as you wish.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Hal. “Let me show you the plan, and any suggestions to improve it will be welcome.” They both set aside their wine and looked at the maps.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tomas flew above the ocean called the Dragon Sea, knowing where he would find those he sought. Now he didn’t have to try to listen, for the voices of dragon song rang in his mind as if he was hearing it aloud.
  


  
    It was a song of hope and fear, terror and joy, as if a cycle of completion was approaching. The inevitability of that completion was reassuring, yet the spectre of the unknown beyond that completion provoked trepidation.
  


  
    Of all the creatures Tomas had encountered in his lives and travels, dragons remained distinct and unfathomable. They possessed magic unique to their race: the ability to navigate and survive the void and to shape-change. They had lesser kin, the wyverns and drakes, whose intelligence was at mere animal level. Dragons began as primitive children — large, dangerous children — but with age came the development of their intelligence and magical abilities, and with great age came wisdom.
  


  
    Tomas sped across the shore and saw ahead the peaks of the Dragon’s Eyre, the isolated home of dragons on Midkemia. He arced across the sky, a dazzling comet with the reflected sunlight dancing off his golden armour. As he neared his destination, he saw a sight that took even his breath away. Dragons — three or four thousand of them — arrayed in a massive circle. Every known colour turned the gathering into a brilliant display as sunlight glinted from scales of emerald green, azure, ruby, ebony black, silver, and at the centre of the gathering, a knot of golden dragons.
  


  
    As he descended, he saw something approaching from the west, a black mote that grew by the second until another figure revealed itself, one he’d not seen in a century and more, but one who was instantly recognizable.
  


  
    Tomas landed lightly on his feet, his sword drawn from its scabbard. He swung his white shield with the golden dragon on it off his shoulder and approached the black-and-orange-clad warrior. His ebon blade was out and the tiger face on his black shield snarled in rage. The two warriors approached each other as the dragons formed around them, lining the rocky hillsides, the eldest golden dragons in the first rank, the others behind.
  


  
    The two warriors circled within the ring of dragons, who watched silently. The dragons on the hillsides stopped their singing and looked down from their perches on the rocks overlooking the sacred meeting place of their kind.
  


  
    “Ashen-Shugar,” said the figure in black-and-orange as he warily observed his opponent, “but not.”
  


  
    “Draken-Korin,” said Tomas, and he sensed there was something profoundly different about him. “But not.”
  


  
    A massive golden dragon stepped forward and said, “Neither of you is what you were.”
  


  
    Tomas paused. “Daughter of Ryath?”
  


  
    “Tomas,” she bowed her head in greeting. “Rylan, and I am of Ryath, daughter of Ruargh’s line.”
  


  
    The figure of Draken-Korin spoke. “She called you ‘Tomas.’ Who is Tomas?”
  


  
    “Whose body is it you wear?” asked the dragon.
  


  
    “Braden,” answered the black-clad warrior. “In mortal life I was Braden.”
  


  
    “You are both the past and the present,” said Rylan.
  


  
    Braden’s mind was awash with memories, his own and Draken-Korin’s, and he found himself caught in a struggle, one that Tomas had decided over a century before.
  


  
    Tomas lowered the point of his sword. “What do you remember?” he asked.
  


  
    With madness in his eyes, the being before him grinned. “Many things, Father-Brother.” Then he shook his head as if trying to clear it and his expression changed. “Many things,” he whispered, seeming scared. “How did this happen?”
  


  
    “Powerful magic,” answered Tomas.
  


  
    “Dragon’s magic,” said Rylan.
  


  
    “Dragon-magic?” asked Braden. The mad gleam entered his eyes again and he hefted his sword as if to attack.
  


  
    “Time-magic,” said Tomas, raising his sword and shield. “Magic to bring us forward in time, to match the new age and save this world.”
  


  
    The two reborn Dragon Lords slowly began to circle. “Why?” asked Draken-Korin. “Why magic across time to return me from death?”
  


  
    “You are but a tool,” said Rylan, rearing up and spreading her wings. “An ill-crafted tool, but useful.”
  


  
    The Valheru within Braden broke to the surface and shouted, “I am no witless tool of any lesser creature!” He cast a bolt of energy that struck an invisible barrier before the dragon.
  


  
    The dragon dropped her wings and settled down on her haunches. “We are so much more than you remember, Valheru.”
  


  
    “What would you have of me?” shouted Draken-Korin.
  


  
    “You are a crucible,” replied Rylan.
  


  
    Spinning as if expecting attack from every side, the human within whom the mind of an ancient being was trapped, shouted, “You speak nonsense. I am Draken-Korin! I am the Lord of Tigers! I commanded the Dragon Host!”
  


  
    “You are here for one purpose only,” said Rylan. “You must kill Tomas.”
  


  
    Tomas nodded as if he knew this was what the dragon would say. He readied himself for what he knew would be the last struggle of his life.
  


  
    

  


  
    Ashen-Shugar awoke in a dark cave, and by sheer will brought into existence a tiny sliver of light. He was alone and had been dying for what seemed ages. Memories not his own plagued him and he knew that time was turned upon itself, and yet in some profound way he also knew this was as it must be.
  


  
    “You will return,” said a voice, and he recognized it as a dragon’s voice, but it was not the voice of a dragon he knew.
  


  
    “When?” he said as his eyes grew heavy again.
  


  
    “When you are needed. For you alone can save this world, child of the First Born, Lord of Power.”
  


  
    Weakly, as he closed his eyes, Ashen-Shugar, said, “I abide.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The two ancient warriors circled and battle was joined. Ashen-Shugar had faced his brother-son twice before and both times had emerged victorious, once when he had been terribly weakened by what he had contributed to the entity that assaulted the newly birthing gods, and the second time when he was no more than an echo of his former self, attempting to gain access to the Lifestone.
  


  
    Now he faced an equal, a human brought to full power by the ancient magic of the Valheru. As he feinted, moved, and readied himself for the onslaught he knew was coming, Tomas marvelled at how alive he felt. In the years since the coming of the Tsurani, he had approached this level of vitality only during the Riftwar, when what he saw then as “madness” descended on him and he slew wantonly. It was a bloodlust that was wholly a thing of the Valheru, overwhelming whatever human limits were placed on him.
  


  
    In Braden he faced a Valheru spirit hardly tempered at all, for Braden was a murderer with no remorse or sense of wrongdoing in his life: no love for another softened Draken-Korin’s rage. For Ashen-Shugar to be victorious, Tomas would have to die.
  


  
    Draken-Korin’s patience failed, as Ashen-Shugar knew it would, and he attacked. The older Valheru easily deflected the blow and struck back, his own blade being blocked as effortlessly as the first attack. They measured, they stalked, and they kept looking for that opening.
  


  
    Back and forth blows rained, none coming close to finding a weak point. The contest was balanced, for the single-minded rage of Draken-Korin, overwhelming Braden in moments, was offset by the decades of Ashen-Shugar being tempered by Tomas who remained in control, bringing focus and discipline to the struggle. Wrath clashed with reason.
  


  
    The dragons watched. This was a struggle that would continue for hours, perhaps days, but that was trivial. It was a struggle that had been destined since the dawn of time.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Four •


  


  Battles


  
    

  


  
    Hal watched the approaching riders.
  


  
    He peered from behind a rock on top of the ridge next to the southern road into Sethanon. Half an hour earlier, the signal flag from the keep tower had warned of the approach of the Duke of Ran’s scouts. Messages had been relayed to every commander for every man to stay out of sight. Fires behind the ridge had been banked to prevent any smoke giving away their position. Scabbards had been muted with cloth and horses had been led away. All Hal could do was wait.
  


  
    The scouts rode down the road casually, grown lax after days of encountering no living soul. They even split up to expedite their search of the city and were sloppy in that task. One entered the keep, rode a lazy circle of the bailey, looking up at the empty windows of the keep hall and towers, then rode out, not realizing an arrow had been pointed at him the entire time.
  


  
    The other rider had peered into broken windows and fallen doors, looked into empty buildings, and ridden quickly past dozens of others, also not realizing he was but a string’s release from a quick death.
  


  
    When the two scouts finished, they met on the south side of the city, spoke briefly, then began to ride up the hill toward Hal’s position. Hal had half a dozen men on either side of the road ready to ambush them, preventing either from escaping to carry word.
  


  
    Then one halted a hundred yards from the ridge and pointed at the angle of the sun. “We’re not going to get much farther before we have to turn back, anyway. His grace will probably want to poke around in the old city as well.”
  


  
    The other turned his horse. “Very well. This is enough for today. I don’t know about poking around in the city. His grace may want to camp outside: they say it’s cursed.”
  


  
    “Cursed?” said the other one as they moved away. “I never heard…” His voice trailed away as the two riders cantered their horses north in a leisurely fashion.
  


  
    Hal had judged it a fortunate turn that had them arrive at that time of day, as Chadwick’s forces would be arriving perhaps an hour before sundown, tired from a long march, expecting to make camp in peace.
  


  
    He called a hasty meeting with Martin, Ty, Hokada, and Phillip. “Two choices: hit them before they’ve established a perimeter, or at first light tomorrow as they muster?”
  


  
    It was the Earl of LaMut who answered first. “Just as they halt would be ideal. Their horses and men will be tired, the men will be thinking about digging trenches, setting a perimeter, food, taking a piss, everything except fighting.”
  


  
    Phillip said, “Agreed. That extra moment or two when they have to reassess their situation will be better tonight than in the morning when they’re rested. We can’t hit them before sunrise or we’ll have none of our planned advantages.”
  


  
    “Ty,” said Hal, “can you have your men in place before they return?
  


  
    “If I leave now.”
  


  
    Hal nodded and Ty was off, rounding up the men detailed to his command. Hal turned to his brother. “Martin, you need to be as clever as you were at Crydee, because both you and Phillip need to convince Chadwick that your commands are ten times the size they are.”
  


  
    Martin put out his hand and Hal gripped it. “I won’t fail you, brother,” he said.
  


  
    Phillip put his hand upon theirs. “I will not fail you either, your grace.”
  


  
    “Go,” said Hal and the two left to make ready.
  


  
    Turning to Hokada, Hal said, “You’ve got a lot of riding to do, my lord.”
  


  
    The Earl of LaMut smiled. “It’s what we do best, your grace.”
  


  
    “Then go,” said Hal, and the earl departed.
  


  
    Now all Hal could do was wait.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal and Martin watched as Chadwick’s forces moved slowly along the old logging road that skirted the Dimwood and had once served as the main conduit from local farms to this old city. By royal proclamation the city had been ordered abandoned after the first battle. It had been an easy edict to enforce, as the earl had died in battle, leaving no heir, and most of the city had been reduced to ruin by the invading army of the false Murmandamus. Nothing before or since had been seen like the forces he commanded; even the reclusive and hardly seen giants, those twelve-foot-tall brutes from the north, the mountain trolls, and every goblin in the north had joined with the clans of the moredhel at Sethanon. Hal had read the reports on the last battle here, but he knew his family lore, passed down to him by his father, from his father before, back to Lord Martin, fourth Duke of Crydee, who had been brother to Prince Arutha and King Lyam. He knew about the family secret: that once there had been a great treasure called the Lifestone below this abandoned city which had been the true object of the massive moredhel and goblin army that had sacked Sethanon. Murmandamus had proved to be a sham, a Pantathian Serpent Priest ensorcelled to look like the ancient moredhel hero, returned from the dead.
  


  
    A second battle had been fought here as well, though by then the city had been left to dust. This time, the Lifestone had been retrieved. Prince Calis, a being combining the blood of human and elf with the magic of the Dragon Lords, had unlocked the Lifestone and released all the pent-up life-force confined inside it, ensuring it could never be used as a weapon. The city’s reputation for ill fortune had been so real that no one dared return, despite the proximity to good water, fine farming land, and potentially rich trade routes. Hal thought it ironic, for he had lost his own duchy to what were essentially starving Keshians looking for good land upon which to raise crops, breed livestock, and live in peace, and here sat a massive stretch of the best farmland in the Kingdom, empty because of an imagined curse. Where once commerce had thrived in the region, now empty villages and abandoned inns marked a territory crossed by unused roads.
  


  
    And down one such road marched the army of Ran.
  


  
    Hal turned to Martin and said, “Time to start the mummery.”
  


  
    Martin nodded and hurried off at a crouch so he would not be seen above the ridge. He would pass word to Phillip, then head downslope to where his mount waited, and ride to his command.
  


  
    A hundred soldiers had worked frantically to erect a false growth of thorn bushes running along the ridge to the right of Hal’s position, behind a string of rocks hauled into place over the last few days by furiously labouring soldiers. They had created a chest-high stonework that hid a hundred archers.
  


  
    To the right of them waited two hundred heavy footmen from Crydee under Swordmaster Phillip’s command. Behind Hal a squad of soldiers waited, each holding a blockade barrier — simple long logs of wood to which wooden spikes had been affixed. Each barrier required two men to move it, and although a mere annoyance to infantry unless they were very closely packed, they would be a crucial barrier to horses.
  


  
    Hal peered over the rise and waited until he saw the van of Chadwick’s army reach the agreed-upon point in the road. It was assumed that within a hundred yards of that point, the order to halt and make camp would come, so everyone in Hal’s company watched and waited. The signal to attack would be given by the Duke of Ran himself.
  


  
    For another minute the column moved ahead, then a figure at the front raised his hand and ordered a halt.
  


  
    Hal stood up and signalled the attack as the afternoon sun lowered in the west.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tomas felt a burning pain across his shoulder and realized Draken-Korin’s ebon blade had finally sliced through the golden chain links under his tabard. He’d not deflected it cleanly as he dropped the top of his shield too low and the blade had gained purchase for an instant.
  


  
    Both warriors sported half a dozen minor wounds and an assortment of bruises. They were still in the stage of gauging one another. The dragons observed the conflict silently.
  


  
    Twice before these two had faced each other, and twice before Ashen-Shugar had emerged victorious. This time the rage of Draken-Korin the Dragon Lord was wed to the years of experience of a practised mercenary who had endured every type of brawl and battle imaginable. He brought an entirely new array of battle skills to the conflict, and Tomas knew he was equally matched.
  


  
    Both possessed the power of the Valheru, and fatigue would not become a factor until long after the point where a mortal would have fallen exhausted, but failing concentration might be a factor soon, and that could prove deadly. Tomas stepped back for a moment, braced and waited for the next attack as the sun lowered in the west.
  


  
    

  


  
    Prince Edward stood in front of his pavilion, his advisors and generals surrounding him. On the field below, the armies of Prince Oliver were deploying. Edward said, “Looks as if he brought all the Eastern Kingdoms with him.”
  


  
    The Duke of Yabon said, “Just those that can fight.”
  


  
    Prince Edward turned to Brendan conDoin. “From the look of that column, it will take him another full day to get his forces in place.”
  


  
    “Thinking of attacking first?” asked Lord Sutherland, stroking his grey whiskers.
  


  
    “No,” said Edward. “It looks tempting, but I’d rather have Oliver attacking uphill against our prepared positions than abandon them after all this work.” He turned to Brendan. “Son, send word along the line to be wary.” He glanced westward toward the late-afternoon sun. “There’s no chance Oliver will move soon, but we still have to be alert for mischief.”
  


  
    Brendan saluted and hurried off. “Smart lad,” said Lord Sutherland. “I overheard him telling his brothers about some business out at Sorcerer’s Isle and he managed to present some astonishing facts in a very workmanlike way.”
  


  
    Edward said, “He’s a conDoin, like his brothers. They’re a special lot. Always have been, and we’ll need all three of them before this is over.” He fell silent as the armies of his enemy continued to form up across the field.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal hurried down the ridge road to his waiting horse and mounted quickly as Swordmaster Phillip started his part of the attack. From behind the rocky wall at the ridge each man stood and shouted, shaking poles and stakes. Each had attached to it anything that could be found to reflect light. It was Hal’s hope that from Chadwick’s position it would appear as if many more men were dug in at the ridge than were actually there. To heighten the illusion, fires were started and torches run back and forth behind the defenders, making the defence look busy preparing for Chadwick’s attack. The men with the heavy log barriers began rolling them down the road towards the oncoming army of Ran, their embedded short spikes causing them to bounce and careen down the hill.
  


  
    Hal couldn’t afford the time to look: he rode with five guards around to the west, looping past a series of concealing hills, on a course that would bring him to the south-western corner of Sethanon. As he rode past a squad of heavy cavalry, he waved to Martin, who returned his wave. Hal held up one hand, signalling for his men to wait, then pointed at his own eyes and then towards the field, indicating that Martin should watch for the agreed-upon deployment of the enemy before acting. Martin signalled he understood.
  


  
    Chadwick did exactly as Hal had hoped, ordering his company up the road in column. The horses were tired and the company was almost entirely heavy cavalry, supported by a dozen bowmen in the van. The faster archers moved out swiftly uphill, only to discover a careening, tumbling mass of wooden logs with spikes rolling down the road, bouncing towards them.
  


  
    The horses reared and the riders tried frantically to turn out of harm’s way, but discovered the road had been bounded on the right by a heavy berm upon which grew a massive thicket of thorns and briars. Suddenly half a dozen archers behind the wall stood up and started firing on the lead horsemen.
  


  
    The column of infantry moved left, the soldiers leading the charge instinctively moving away from the horses on their right. They stepped off the road and there found a narrow strip of ground bordered by an equally heavy thicket, leaving them scant room to move. Then suddenly the ground on the other side of the thicket seemed to erupt with archers, who appeared to have jumped up out of the ground. Hidden from sight by a trench frantically dug over three days behind the heavy screening of thorn, Ty had waited with a company of two dozen archers, lying beneath a cloth disguised with earth and grass.
  


  
    What had begun as a steady march up the road was now grinding to a milling confusion as the soldiers and horsemen in the rear had to halt as those ahead stopped. The infantry on the left turned to face Ty’s squad, as there was an enemy they could see. Someone shouted an order to charge and they set out, using their shields to crash through the heavy thicket.
  


  
    Suddenly men were falling and screaming as they plunged into deep holes filled with sharpened stakes. Hal had not had enough time to dig many of them, but the few that the men from Ran encountered were halting the charge as effectively as if the infantry had hit a stone wall.
  


  
    Caught in a cross-fire of bowmen to their east and from behind the wall to the south, the infantry tried to re-order as sergeants shouted commands in the chaos. The horsemen were taking constant fire from the archers above them and could not get their column turned around. Ty’s men would keep up a steady fire as they withdrew to the south-east, and at Ty’s command would turn and run up and behind the sheltering rocks where Phillip’s infantry waited, should Ran’s army try to flank the archers.
  


  
    Then, from the rear of the stalled infantry and cavalry, a column of horsemen under Hokada’s leadership and wearing the grey and blue of LaMut and the grinning wolf’s head on their tabards, erupted from locations within the abandoned city. The thirty archers took aim at the rear of the heavy cavalry who were trying to discover what confusion ahead was delaying them, and unleashed a barrage of arrows. Four horsemen fell from their saddles as the rear of the column turned and offered pursuit.
  


  
    Exactly as Hal had hoped.
  


  
    A full third of Chadwick’s heavy cavalry took off after the LaMutian cavalry in an attempt to crush them by numbers and armour. Hokada led his men in a looping course to the north and then east that brought them around on the other side of the infantry column. He shouted a command and his men turned and loosed their arrows, then spurred their mounts away at a gallop without looking at the results.
  


  
    From his position Hal could see a pair of riders taken out of saddle before he lost sight of that aspect of the conflict. He rode through a part of the western foubourg and the open gates to the main city, where his heavy cavalry waited out of sight. He signalled for them to fall in behind him and took his command down the central avenue of Sethanon, leading them out of the eastern gate half a mile away and into the heart of Chadwick’s column.
  


  
    As Hal had planned, Martin rode his column into the bunched-up cavalry a hundred feet away so that the heavy riders from Ran were slammed by two attacking columns within moments. The horses screamed as they were pushed into the milling infantry that was now frantically trying not to be crushed by the falling horses and the attacking men of Crydee and LaMut.
  


  
    Ran’s officers were gathered in a knot at the head of the column, separated by the mass of troops gathered between them and the attackers. Hal could not make out a single badge so he could not tell which rider was Chadwick, but he saw they were all in a frenzy to get away from the bowshots coming from the head of the column, despite being blocked by the mass of their own men.
  


  
    Hal tried to shout an order, but suddenly had a footman from Ran grabbing at his stirrup, attempting to unseat him. He had lost the advantage of mobility and faced the same risk any other rider did — to be dragged from his mount — which would likely mean death.
  


  
    He slashed down at the footman’s head and struck a glancing blow, but it was enough to force the man to let go of his stirrup. He shouted, “Back!”, turned his horse, and retreated.
  


  
    His men began to disengage and as they turned to face him, he shouted, “To me! Rally to me!”
  


  
    His original hundred riders were now whittled to about ninety, from what Hal could see. “Form up for charge!” he shouted as his men drew in around him and turned to face the infantry that followed. “We have to hit them before they form a shield wall!” he shouted. “Charge!”
  


  
    Now battle was fully joined and whatever advantage he had had was gone. This would quickly be decided by determination and luck.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug and his companions emerged from the vortex to a scene of incredible struggle. Before them stood an energy dome of ruby hue, completely covering a city.
  


  
    “I’ve seen its like before,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Where?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “At Sethanon, during the Great Uprising, when the Dragon Lords tore open a rift in the sky…” He looked around. “Macros?”
  


  
    “Not here,” said Nakor. “I guess he wasn’t fated to be here at the end.”
  


  
    “We could have used his might,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “We don’t know how much had been given to him,” said Miranda. “They may have used him up just to show us what he did.”
  


  
    “Who is ‘they’?” wondered Nakor. “Will we ever know?”
  


  
    “I doubt it,” said Pug. “While our gods may be mere personifications of powers, those are prodigious powers, and Macros made it clear there’s a higher mind in control. For lack of a better term, the ultimate power serves.”
  


  
    “Well,” said Nakor. “The ultimate certainly has dropped us into a mess.”
  


  
    Pug took a moment to make some coherent sense of the scene before him. Then he said, “Miranda, you and Nakor get as close to that red dome as you can and see if you can decipher what manner of magic is being employed. You’ve seen more magic on more planes than we have.”
  


  
    They nodded. Miranda put her hand on Nakor’s shoulder and they vanished.
  


  
    Pug looked around and pointed, and Magnus turned to see a familiar figure in the distance. He put his hand on his father’s shoulder and instantly they stood next to Ruffio.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “Thank the gods! We’re at our wits’ end here.”
  


  
    The younger magician was in the company of what appeared to be two elven Spellweavers, who nodded greeting to Pug. Ruffio summed up the situation and before he had finished, Miranda and Nakor reappeared.
  


  
    “It’s a spell, but nothing I’ve come across before,” said Miranda. “It’s driven by a level of energy that comes from another plane, so it’s just growing.”
  


  
    “It’s familiar to me,” said Nakor. “It echoes other things we’ve encountered from the Dread. But the way in which it’s been turned into a trap is … ingenious.”
  


  
    Ruffio said, “It’s the taredhel magicians, their ’mancers. They seemed to know what to do the moment this unleashing of whatever is inside that dome began.”
  


  
    Pug looked around and said, “Find me one.”
  


  
    “Over there,” said Ruffio. He led Pug down the hill and the others followed.
  


  
    The five magicians came to a circle of a dozen elven magic-users: eight of the taredhel galasmancers and four other magic specialists. They were all standing with their eyes closed, seemingly reaching out to the magicians down the hillside to provide them with aid.
  


  
    “Asleum,” said Ruffio, but the old magician didn’t respond.
  


  
    “Leave him,” said Pug. “I will find a way to speak with him.”
  


  
    Pug put his hand on Asleum’s shoulder and closed his eyes.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug swam in a sea of energy, lattices forming faster than the eye could follow. He remembered Miranda’s lesson about perspective and forced himself to look for something recognizable, a quality within the swarming energies that he could use for orientation.
  


  
    He recalled his time with the elf Spellweaver Temar, studying weather-magic, and recalled that there had been a distinctive sense of different energy to the magic he wove. Pug sought out anything that might be similar to that and found what he was looking for. One of the threads that was forming a weaving lattice had a quality similar to Temar’s magic, and Pug followed it away from the forming lattice and back to its source. An unmistakably elven consciousness recognized his presence and a voice said, “Yes?”
  


  
    Pug opened his eyes and saw the elderly spellcaster staring at him. “I am Pug,” he said, removing his hand from the elf’s shoulder.
  


  
    The old elf seemed on the verge of exhaustion, yet his eyes were bright and he smiled. “Young Ruffio has been awaiting you,” said the Spellweaver. “I am Asleum.”
  


  
    “We are here to help,” offered Pug.
  


  
    The old elf nodded. “We are grateful beyond words.”
  


  
    “Your gratitude is premature,” Pug said. “We face something difficult to imagine in there.” He waved his hand in the direction of the ruby dome.
  


  
    “We regard what is contained within as a part of what we know as the Forbidden, lore from the time before, when we served the Ancient Ones,” said Asleum. “We recognize what it is: a most powerful Lord of the Dread.”
  


  
    Pug said, “It’s far worse, I fear. What you have done, turning its own magic back upon itself, is as artful as any spell-craft I have ever seen, but what you seek to contain is far greater than you imagine. It is not a Lord of the Dread seeking entrance into this realm. It is the entirety of the Dread, and they seek to consume this realm.”
  


  
    The old elf’s face was impassive as he turned to look at the distant ruby dome. Finally he said, “What must we do?”
  


  
    “More than merely contain it,” answered Pug. “We must devise a way to send it back whence it came.”
  


  
    “How?”
  


  
    “I am not sure, though I believe that with your help we can find a way.” He recognized a young magician who had been closely watching the elves and motioned for him to approach. “Cullen.”
  


  
    “Pug,” Cullen replied, “I have been studying the latticework of that spell. It’s ingenious. Whoever first cast it…” He shrugged. “I would have tried something else.”
  


  
    “And been obliterated,” said Pug. “If we can find out who among the spell-crafters here first responded, we might discover something useful. I think I know how we can help, but I’ll need a little more time with this. But one thing I know is that we do not have enough magicians here to battle that thing inside the dome for more than a few days — a week at most.”
  


  
    “All the senior members of the Conclave are here,” said Cullen.
  


  
    Pug nodded. He motioned to Magnus and Ruffio to come and when they were standing before him, he said, “Ruffio, you must go to the Academy. Every magician with any measure of ability must be made ready.”
  


  
    “Ready for what?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    “What do you have in mind, Father?”
  


  
    “I think I understand this contrivance of a spell,” said Pug to his son. “I’ll need some time, but if I’m correct, we need a conduit for magic, a way to bring the ability of everyone we can into harmony at the right moment, and I’ll channel that energy into the dome. I think we can not only hold the Dread at bay, but actually pressure it to the point at which we can drive them back into the void and seal the breach after them.” He turned to Magnus. “I need you to go to the Temple of Ishap in Rillanon.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded.
  


  
    “Tell the High Priest that it is that time we once spoke of.”
  


  
    “It is that time we once spoke of,” repeated Magnus. “And he’ll know what that means?”
  


  
    With a grim expression, Pug said, “He will know all too well what that means. Then send word to Grand Master Cregan at the Order of the Shield of the Weak. Tell him to alert all the friends of the Conclave within every temple and repeat the same message.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded and vanished.
  


  
    Pug returned his attention to Asleum and said, “Now, I must study what you’ve done here.” He closed his eyes and returned his concentration to the spell lattice.
  


  
    

  


  
    Long shadows fell over the struggling men. Hal turned his horse rapidly, using the massive gelding as a battering ram against the men on foot. The animal was exhausted and sported two wounds that had almost caused it to pitch Hal off its back, but the training and firm handling of its rider had kept the mount under control.
  


  
    Hal slashed down at whoever had been foolish enough to get in his way and kept his eyes constantly moving, keeping track of what he could while avoiding being taken unawares by enemy soldiers. He turned and struck down a Ran soldier who was pressing a Crydee man, and found himself with a second of calm, isolated in a ring of bodies while around him the battle raged. The tide of the battle was turning, and it seemed to Hal that things were slipping away from him, though he had hammered Chadwick’s forces so hard that now the two armies were of roughly equal size. If he quit the field and retreated toward Edward, keeping himself between Chadwick and Edward, he would effectively win the day, as Chadwick would not be able to attack Edward’s flank should he be engaged with Oliver.
  


  
    Hal saw riders off to the east and for a moment wished the day were brighter, for the sun would set within minutes and twilight would not linger, and soon both sides would be fighting in the dark. He had sent Hokada and his bowmen off on a hit-and-run attack that had pulled a full third of Ran’s heavy horse in pursuit, a suicide mission if the heavier horsemen could close.
  


  
    He spied another soldier of Crydee being hard pressed and struck down the warrior facing him, a mercenary not wearing Ran colours. To the south he saw Martin’s company had driven the heavier riders back into the infantry, splitting them, and was continuing to push them into the thorn bushes he had planted, which would discourage the infantry from trying to reach the other side, even if the horses went through them without complaint.
  


  
    Hal stood up in his stirrups and saw that was exactly what was happening, as the riders from Ran were turning and crashing through the gorse and thorns. Which brought them under fire from the archers still on the ridge.
  


  
    Their commander turned and saw the rocks ending less than thirty yards away and regrouped his men, intending to circle round and take out Hal’s archers. Hal signalled to Martin to press on behind them if he could. Martin waved that he understood and moved his own riders off in pursuit. Hal kept standing up in his stirrups, looking for Chadwick. He had seen officers near where Martin had been fighting, but he could not see any there now. He needed to find and kill or capture the Duke of Ran to end this before darkness forced both sides to withdraw.
  


  
    A small group of riders was being forced up the hill backwards by Crydee soldiers. Hal spurred his horse towards them. Glancing to the east, he saw the approaching riders were Hokada’s men, and that they were turning to intercept the cavalry trying to circle the ridge and attack Hal’s archers.
  


  
    As they came around, they found Phillip and his infantry, who had been patiently waiting behind the wall, formed up in a shield-wall with pikes in what was called a hedgehog, a formation that would force the enemy riders to rein in or be impaled.
  


  
    Hokada’s archers began firing as soon as the enemy came into range, and Ty’s archers behind Phillip’s position had already turned their attention to the newest threat. The riders from Ran turned, broke and fled.
  


  
    The sense that something had shifted in their favour rippled through the field as the men of Crydee on the ridge gave out a shout of victory, and the archers returned their punishing attention to those on the north side of the ridge.
  


  
    Martin’s contingent of riders turned and came back, and suddenly the men of Ran began reversing their swords and kneeling, the sign of surrender. Martin stood up in his stirrups and in a dry voice, hoarse from dust and shouting orders, he cried out, “Crydee! Crydee!”
  


  
    The shout was taken up and as men of Ran saw others taking a knee, they did as well until the last knot at the south was surrounded. Hal rode over and saw five tabards covered in blood, holding various rank badges, and among them was the one he wished to see, the crest of Ran topped with a coronet, marking the rank of duke.
  


  
    Lifting his visor, Hal shouted, “Do you yield, my lord Chadwick?”
  


  
    Chadwick of Ran raised his own visor. Dust caked with perspiration surrounded his eyes. Almost too softly to be heard, he said, “Yes, your grace, I yield.”
  


  
    Hal held up his hand and shouted, “The day is ours!”
  


  
    The men of Crydee and LaMut cheered as the men from Ran looked on. Hal said, “Your parole, sir, while we attend the wounded?”
  


  
    “You have parole, sir,” said Chadwick and he looked at the carnage visited on his men by this much-younger duke. Softly he said, “If Edward wins the day and I don’t end up at the end of a rope, I’ll tell his highness he was well served today.”
  


  
    “I thank your grace,” said Hal, knowing full well that Chadwick was trying to curry favour with the possible victors.
  


  
    If Prince Edward was victorious, that was. Hal turned his attention to the care of the wounded. “Get some fires started!” he shouted. They would need hot water to tend wounds as well as to cook meals for starving men.
  


  
    He moved away from the captured officers and began taking inventory of the damage wrought on his forces as the sun set in the west.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tomas took the blow and felt the shock run up his arm, through his shoulder even to the point of his jaw. Draken-Korin seemed to be getting stronger.
  


  
    The sun had set but neither the warriors nor the dragon observers needed light. The faint glimmer from the stars above and the promise of a rising moon gave enough illumination for eyes far beyond mortal to observe the conflict.
  


  
    The duel had taken on an almost ritualistic, dance-like quality as the two opponents used every art they possessed against each other, but neither could find an advantage. Sword and magic, both were equally matched, and the dragons watched in silence.
  


  
    As the large moon rose in the east, they fought on.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug removed himself from the matrix erected by the elves and found Magnus speaking with a tall elf. “Father, this is Tanderae, the loremaster of E’bar. At this point it’s safe to say he’s the leader of what’s left of this society.”
  


  
    “Sadly, true,” said Tanderae.
  


  
    Magnus continued, “I’ve carried word and the Ishapians understand your message. Word is going out from them to every order, to those who are members of the Conclave, to those with whom we have dealt before, and to any who will listen: all are being alerted to this danger. Some of the magicians who are more adept at magical transport are ferrying other magicians from Stardock and we’re fetching clerics as well.”
  


  
    Pug noticed a point near a distinctive rock formation where magicians and clerics were appearing in twos and threes. “We’ll need as much help from those who stay behind as those who come to us,” he said.
  


  
    “As I understand it, this is something you’ve had in place for a while?” asked Magnus, obviously not approving of being kept ignorant of something so important.
  


  
    “It was something I began when I travelled to Kelewan with an Ishapian cleric named Dominic,” his father said. He motioned for Magnus to follow him where they could not be overheard. “In short, the temples have traditionally distrusted magic they didn’t control, or at the least, didn’t see come direct from the gods.”
  


  
    Magnus forewent comment on their recent revelation as to the true nature of the gods, and that the magic seemed to come from the worshippers, not the other way around.
  


  
    “When the Darkness, the returning horde of the Dragon Lords, was bound up and sucked into the Lifestone at the end of the first battle of Sethanon, I realized there were things so far beyond my power, I was likely to need a great deal of help.”
  


  
    “If there was such a time, this is it,” agreed Magnus.
  


  
    “The twelve temples in Rillanon, as well as their sister temples in Krondor, Kesh, and the other great cities, number many clerics who are adept at channelling magic. I’ve set up a way for them to lend us their magic, as it were, should the need arise. The Ishapians were instrumental in orchestrating this.”
  


  
    “So what are you planning?” asked Miranda, having walked up behind Pug.
  


  
    Nakor was a half-step behind her. “We may need to wring every bit of magic out of every magic-user on this world before we’re done.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded. “From what I’ve seen, the Dread are getting stronger by the hour.”
  


  
    “Agreed,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Here’s what I plan,” said Pug, and he began to speak softly.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal wolfed down a cold plate of yesterday’s beans and dried bread, glad to have it. Martin stood before him as the Duke of Crydee sat on a rock beside a campfire. “I’ve got Chadwick and his officers under guard behind the command tent,” he said, obviously ready to drop where he stood. “The rest of the Ran army has been disarmed and is camped on the other side of the hill; the wounded have been cared for and are being fed; those too wounded to survive were given quick mercy. What are your orders?”
  


  
    “You, eat,” said Hal. “I’ll give orders myself.” He put down his plate and stood up. “Where’s Hokada?”
  


  
    “Over by the command tent,” said Martin, moving towards the slowly heating beans.
  


  
    Hal hurried to where the Earl of LaMut sat, rubbing his bare left foot. “Are you injured, my lord?”
  


  
    Hokada started to rise, but Hal waved at him to keep his seat. “No, Your Grace. It’s just too many hours in the saddle.” He chuckled. “It’s never my bum that hurts, but my feet start killing me after four or five hours in stirrup irons.”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “I understand. My feet are also tired, but rest will have to wait.”
  


  
    “Sir?”
  


  
    “I intend to have every horse we have with a man in the saddle, cavalry or not, and we ride at dawn.”
  


  
    “Back to support Prince Edward?”
  


  
    Hal nodded.
  


  
    “What of the Duke of Ran and his officers?”
  


  
    “They’ll ride with us. Without them, the rest are infantry and cavalry on foot, a long way from home. I’ll give them parole to get back to Ran as best they can, and truth to tell, I don’t care how many actually get back.”
  


  
    Given how bloody the fighting had been, the Earl of LaMut understood the sentiment. “Very well, your grace. My Wolves will be ready to ride at dawn.”
  


  
    “Good. Have your men cull the captured horses. Those fit to ride we keep, the rest I want put down. I don’t want one of those lads from Ran getting a notion that he might curry favour by trying to reach Prince Oliver before we reach Edward. Understood?”
  


  
    “At once, your grace,” said the earl, pulling his boots back on with a look of resignation.
  


  
    Hal smiled and patted the man on the shoulder, then went looking for his brother and Ty. He had a lot of instructions he needed carried out before he got any sleep this night.
  


  
    

  


  
    “A large force is arriving from the north,” one of the taredhel reported to Tanderae.
  


  
    Pug and the others had been partaking of food being transported in by some of the younger magicians from Stardock, a welcome addition to what the elves had already managed to provide in their makeshift kitchen. They had been lost in deep discussion of what they had discovered about both the ruby shield and the elven magic holding it in place, and were comparing notes on their speculations.
  


  
    A good deal of movement in the north heralded the arrival of what at first seemed to be dozens of elven riders and quickly revealed itself to be hundreds, with even more following. In the vanguard rode the two taredhel brothers, Laromendis and Gulamendis, and what looked to be more than a dozen elven Spellweavers. Also, if Pug’s senses weren’t betraying him, the riders were from the Brotherhood of the Dark Path, as humans called them: the moredhel or dark elves. And with them were what appeared to be another dozen magic-users.
  


  
    A regal-looking elf woman rode into view and jumped nimbly down from her mount and Pug realized that some of the horses he saw coming closer were elfsteed, the magic horses he had once seen in Crydee the first time he and Tomas had seen the Elf Queen and her court.
  


  
    The woman conferred for a moment with the taredhel brothers and they indicated Tanderae, who was approaching. She moved toward him and said, “I am Liallan. I rule the Snow Leopards. We have come to aid you.”
  


  
    “Your aid is welcome, and overwhelming,” said the loremaster. He gazed at the continuing influx of moredhel horsemen. “I’m … truly grateful.”
  


  
    “I was told,” she said, eyeing the magic-users who had accompanied her and were now moving towards the circle of those shamans and taredhel magicians who were enforcing the ruby dome, “that dire consequences awaited all Midkemia should we not come.”
  


  
    Pug stepped forward. “Not an overstatement, leader of the Hamandien, but a fearful possibility.”
  


  
    She looked at him with her eyebrows raised, then realized there were other humans nearby. She looked around at all these humans who were helping in whatever fashion they could. Then she said, “Ah, you must be Pug.”
  


  
    “I am.”
  


  
    “Your reputation reaches even to the far north.” She looked him up and down. “I thought you’d be much taller.”
  


  
    Magnus came to stand next to his father and Liallan said, “That’s more what I had in mind. So tell me, Black Sorcerer — or is it Sorcerers? What have we come here to kill?”
  


  
    “That will take time,” said Pug. “Perhaps you’d care to sit and eat while we discuss this?”
  


  
    “What of my soldiers?”
  


  
    “We do not need them as yet,” said Magnus. “But I fear, something I was about to tell my father, that we may need them a great deal very soon.”
  


  
    Pug said, “Then we do indeed have much to discuss.”
  


  
    Liallan followed him to where food was being served and Tanderae said, “I will have refreshments brought over.” He indicated that they should sit a little apart from the others and they did so.
  


  
    “Where to begin…?” said Pug.
  


  
    “The usual answer is the beginning,” said Liallan, “but something tells me that might take a great deal of time.”
  


  
    “More than we have,” said Pug. “If circumstances permit, if we survive the coming destruction, I will answer for as long as you care to listen.”
  


  
    “Agreed, human,” she said, and then she let out a long sigh, the first hint of her fatigue. “Now, why don’t you begin?”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Five •


  


  Conflict


  
    

  


  
    Tomas bled.
  


  
    As the sun turned the eastern sky from pre-dawn grey to a rosy amber, he blinked away the blood running into his left eye from a massive strike from Draken-Korin’s blade he had only partially blocked and which had caught on his helm, causing a cut above the eyebrow. He resisted the urge to reach up and wipe away the blood. To do so would block his view with his shield: if even for an instant, it would be suicide.
  


  
    Throughout the night the two reincarnated Dragon Lords struggled, evenly matched to the point of stalemate. Blows were offered and returned, taken and endured. Both suffered minor cuts and the effects of unleashed magic: every thrust and strike was taking its toll.
  


  
    They were beings of incredible strength and power, but the power was not limitless and now the first hints of fatigue were becoming evident. A stumble, or a hesitant step, a slightly late block of the shield, or a slow riposte, all suggested that the end was drawing nearer.
  


  
    As the sun rose, a familiar voice echoed within Tomas’s mind. Tomas must die.
  


  
    It was echoed by the host of dragons. Tomas must die.
  


  
    Tomas tried to ignore the call, but it sparked a response, from deep within him. I am Ashen-Shugar!
  


  
    For the first time since the struggle began, he felt a tinge of doubt. But the fight was far from over.
  


  
    

  


  
    Trumpets sounded as Brendan struggled to get his boots on. They had been waiting for any sign that Prince Oliver’s forces were moving. Instead there had been two days of frustration watching him position his forces into line, opening up camping centres, erecting tents, and generally settling in as if for a siege.
  


  
    Brendan dashed from what had been his father’s tent, feeling cavernously empty when he was the only occupant, and arrived at Prince Edward’s command pavilion just as the other nobles appeared. “Looks as if we have some sense of what’s keeping Oliver,” said Edward, pointing to a parchment on the table. “There appears to be an army of Keshian mercenaries marching up from the passes.”
  


  
    Without thinking, Brendan looked at the map and blurted, “Where did they come from?”
  


  
    Edward laughed. “Gods know, son. If Oliver was recruiting down in the heart of Kesh,” his finger struck the map in an area of Kesh near the City of Jonril, “and once they were gathered they marched straight north through the Green Reaches, that would put them out near Durrony’s Vale. And with every soldier from that part of the Kingdom already here, no one would oppose their march.”
  


  
    “When do they get here, your highness?” asked the Duke of Yabon.
  


  
    “And how many of them are there?” added the Duke of the Southern Marches.
  


  
    “Early reports put them between three and four thousand,” said Edward. “But I’ll need more accurate information.”
  


  
    Everyone knew that even if Hal had stopped Chadwick’s march, this additional number of soldiers in the field gave Oliver a significant advantage.
  


  
    “And they’ll be here in three more days.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Jim Dasher, emerging from a corner of the tent. “Now we know exactly what Oliver is waiting for.”
  


  
    “Well, my lords,” said Edward. “I refuse to lose the advantage of terrain because Oliver’s bolstering his numbers. I believe we still hold the upper hand.” He smiled. “Besides, I’d hate to see all the work the lads did in preparing the battleground go to waste.”
  


  
    Jim Dasher smiled, and Brendan wondered if there was something here he was missing.
  


  
    

  


  
    It was as unprecedented a council as had ever been seen in the history of Midkemia. Pug sat in a circle with two eledhel Spellweavers, a dozen clerics of various orders, two moredhel shamans, half a dozen taredhel magic-users, and two Eldar mystics. He said, “I think we can agree that we may never understand exactly how this came to be.”
  


  
    An older galasmancer named Kethe said, “I have examined every aspect of the counterspell I can, and I have one possible explanation, though it is speculative at best.”
  


  
    “Please, continue,” said Janil.
  


  
    “Our most talented young galasmancer was named Rojan, and he was one of those contacted by the Loremaster to bear witness against the Regent Lord’s treason. He has been unaccounted for since the destruction within the city, and as with so many others, it is assumed he was killed in the initial destruction or by the outpouring of those creatures we are now told are elements of the Dread.
  


  
    “I think he did get to the portal chamber, perhaps early enough to have seen the Regent Lord’s act of betrayal, summoning the Dread into our realm.” He closed his eyes for a moment as if in pain. “Had there been a moment to react, to begin a counterspell, it would have been his first choice to turn back whatever was there, to force it against itself. It was the way he practised his art. The energy of what Pug calls rifts, what we know as portals, is very powerful, very dangerous and uncontrollable unless you have a high degree of precision in your work.”
  


  
    Pug nodded.
  


  
    “With his dying last effort, I think Rojan may have started the spell that created that dome.” He pointed down the hill. “When we were awakened by the explosion that destroyed most of the hall of the Regent’s Meet, and the first of the dark horrors appeared, we were all too busy surviving the onslaught and getting free of the city to pay close attention to what was going on with the ruby beacon.” He took a drink of water from a skin. “When I fought clear of the city, I saw the dome forming, coming down slowly like water spilling from a fountain, evenly from above…” He took a deep breath. “This is when I and others began examining the barrier and realized it had become a trap for everyone inside.”
  


  
    “Including those of our people who didn’t have time to escape,” said a second taredhel, by the name of Mulvin. “We all lost someone in there.”
  


  
    The moredhel shamans remained impassive: death among families was common and not worthy of comment unless the loss was of a great warrior during an act of heroism, and while the sacrifice of Rojan might have been a selfless act, it might simply have been a blind act of desperation.
  


  
    Acaila said, “I have talked to a number of survivors and what they describe is an invasion of the Dread. Of that there is no doubt, but beyond that we lack intelligence.”
  


  
    “Do we have any knowledge of what is occurring under the dome?” asked one of the clerics, a bishop from the Temple of Lims-Kragma.
  


  
    “Only in the vaguest sense,” said Pug. “I’ve had encounters with the Dread before and have been given some insight into them lately, though I don’t know if what I’ve learned is particularly helpful in this instance, save for one thing.” He looked at Kethe. “If what is coming through the passage that was opened by your Regent Lord gets into our world, it will devour everything here.” He looked from face to face to emphasize his point. “I am not speaking metaphorically. This thing is the devourer of worlds, the eater of suns. It will kill and consume every living thing down to the tiniest blade of grass; then it will consume rock and sea, even the very air, until there is nothing left here but the void, and then that void will expand until it has consumed everything we behold — the three moons, the sun, even the distant stars.”
  


  
    Every face showed shock. Finally a shaman of the moredhel said, “Surely you overstate this.”
  


  
    Kethe said, “He speaks of the Forbidden.”
  


  
    Acalia nodded. “Much of that lore has been lost to you,” he said to the moredhel. “What we of the Eldar know is incomplete, but that battle was fought before even our arising on this world. It’s a struggle that predated the Ancient Ones, and it is the thing of myth, the struggle of gods and beings of darkness, beyond the stars and at the heart of worlds.”
  


  
    “What must we do?” asked one of the human priests, a rector from the University of Roldem and a member of the order of Sung the Pure.
  


  
    “First, we must keep the dome closed,” Pug said. “Second, we must discover what is inside the dome. Lastly, we must close the rift inside, either sending what’s there back whence it came, destroying it, or trapping it within the rift. We cannot let the Dread remain on this world. Even contained behind the dome, it will continue to wreak havoc and will eventually get past the barricade.”
  


  
    Cetswaya said, “Human, you seem to know more of this than you’re revealing.”
  


  
    “I do,” said Pug to the old moredhel shaman. “If we survive, I will explain what I do know to the exhaustion of your curiosity, but trust me when I say that at the moment we do not have the luxury of time.”
  


  
    The dark elf studied Pug’s face, then nodded. “I’ve got a lot to learn about this Star Elf magic, so I’d best be about it.”
  


  
    Pug watched as the group broke up into different pairs and threesomes lost in discussion. Magnus came up to him. “Have you a plan yet?”
  


  
    “I do, in part.”
  


  
    “In part?”
  


  
    “I think I know how to reverse the original spell, the rift-magic that the taredhel turned into that dome.” They looked at the ruby dome, which now pulsed slightly with waves of energy as the human magicians and newly come elven magic-users were helping the original taredhel spell-casters to reinforce the barrier. “At its heart, it was a rift, but one unlike any we’ve encountered.”
  


  
    “We’ve studied every type of rift there is.” Magnus noted that Pug’s face bore a familiar expression. “What is it you’re not telling me, Father?”
  


  
    “If I say we face as great a danger as we can imagine, I’m stating the obvious. There’s risk involved, high risk.”
  


  
    Magnus was silent for a moment. “Very well. When it’s time.” He motioned to where Nakor and Miranda stood in deep discussion with two elven spell-casters, one from E’bar and the other a moredhel shaman. “I’ve never seen those two so engrossed.” He looked around at the wounded and displaced, the dying and the homeless, those who had come to give aid, and said, “If it wasn’t for the grim surroundings, I’d say they were having fun.”
  


  
    “Your mother thrived on adversity when she was alive, rejoiced in overcoming it,” said Pug, “and whatever else she is, this Miranda is in very large part still your mother.”
  


  
    “I know.” Magnus looked back at his father. “When this is over, then what?”
  


  
    “I don’t take your meaning.”
  


  
    “Miranda and Nakor, what of them?”
  


  
    Pug sighed. “Before our little journey, I would have said something about the gods and their use for us. After what we’ve seen, shall we simply call it fate or providence? In the past, fate has demonstrated little kindness to those it deems no longer necessary. I expect this time around to be no different.”
  


  
    Magnus sighed. “I’ve grown used to having them around again.”
  


  
    “I know exactly what you mean,” said his father. He put a hand on his son’s arm. “I’m not sharing a few thoughts with you because I’m uncertain if they’re useful yet. This situation is too fraught with real danger to burden anyone with imagined dangers.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “When you’re ready.”
  


  
    “You will be first to know,” said Pug, “because if what I think we need to achieve is true, your role will be vital, perhaps the most vital of all.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “What now?”
  


  
    “We study some more,” said Pug with a tired smile. He looked to another gathering of magic-users in deep discussion. “Let’s see what their concerns are.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded and they turned and walked over to the magicians and priests.
  


  
    

  


  
    Brendan hurried to the command tent. Prince Edward’s generals were absent, and only Jim Dasher and Lady Franciezka Sorboz were there, with a few servants hovering. The prince waved the servants away and when the four were alone, said, “You’ve done well, young sir.” He indicated Brendan should take a seat.
  


  
    “Thank you, your highness.”
  


  
    “In all the time you’ve been here, we’ve had scarcely a moment alone.” He nodded at Franciezka and Jim and smiled. “This is about as alone as I think we’re likely to get. I’ve heard you had quite an ordeal on Sorcerer’s Isle. At least how it was related to me.” He indicated Jim. “Formal reports are occasionally lacking detail. Now that we have a little time, I’d like to hear your recounting.”
  


  
    Brendan looked slightly embarrassed. “I don’t know if I’d call it an ‘ordeal,’ but it was a bit difficult once or twice.” He told the story in a straightforward fashion, omitting the part where he almost drowned himself getting there, and spent most of his time singing the praises of Sandreena, Amirantha, Ruffio, and the others. When he finished, the prince shook his head and said, “Remarkable, really.”
  


  
    Jim said, “I’m sure our young friend here is being modest.” He put his hands on Brendan’s shoulders. “We have a task for you, if you’re up for it?”
  


  
    “Of course, sir. Whatever is required.”
  


  
    Edward signalled that they could withdraw and Jim and Brendan left the tent, leaving the prince in conversation with Lady Franciezka. Outside, Jim said, “Those Keshian mercenaries should be about a day south-east of here. If you ride hard past a small village named Tasford, then through a narrow pass in the hills, you should come out right above where they make their last camp. I have heard reports they may number as little as a thousand, or as much as five times that. I would like a more accurate count. If you can avoid being killed or captured by their sentries, you may get a rough estimate of their numbers from how many campfires you see; then ride like mad back here in time for us to know before the battle tomorrow, or the day after, whenever Oliver decides it’s time to fight. An accurate count will allow us a more intelligent deployment of our forces. Can you manage that?”
  


  
    “I’ll leave at once, sir,” said Brendan, turning to run off.
  


  
    Jim reached out and grabbed his shoulder. “I wasn’t jesting. Don’t get killed. His highness has plans for you and your brothers when this is all done.”
  


  
    “I won’t,” said Brendan with a grin that reminded Jim too much of his own.
  


  
    Jim went back inside. Prince Edward said, “I like the boy. What can you tell me about the other two?”
  


  
    “I don’t know Martin well,” Jim said, “but from what I’ve seen, he and Hal match their brother, and more. Martin’s report to the Duke of Krondor about the retreat from Crydee and the defence of Ylith was modest, and what I’ve heard from others who were there is that he was nothing short of brilliant in protecting those given over to his care. He reads and remembers.” Jim tapped the side of his head.
  


  
    Lady Franciezka said, “And I got to know Hal well when he was hiding from John Worthington’s agents in Roldem. He’s more of the same: intelligent, passionate, willing to die for duty. And Roldem is in his debt. The king feels a personal obligation and the queen likes him a great deal. He’s compassionate, modest … in short, he’s unlike most other nobles you meet; he lacks personal ambition, greed, suspicion, and dishonesty. He’s exactly what you’d want in a son.”
  


  
    Prince Edward appeared to be lost in thought, a hint of regret crossing his face. “The consequences of this may be dire.”
  


  
    “How much more dire can they be, highness?” asked Jim. “We’re already in a state of civil war, and if we don’t prevail, it will be meaningless. If we do prevail, the majority of those likely to object will be dead or in chains.”
  


  
    “Very well,” said the prince with a sigh. “Prepare the document and have Bas-Tyra witness as well as Krondor and Yabon. Charles was once good friends with Chadwick before he discovered his duplicity with Oliver. Switching sides may not make him popular with those nobles wishing to see Oliver on the throne — even if they won’t openly say so — but it makes Charles appear a man of conscience and principle, not my creature.”
  


  
    “Very well, your highness,” said Jim, hurrying off to fetch a scribe.
  


  
    Prince Edward looked at Lady Franciezka. “And what of you, lady?”
  


  
    She smiled, and he saw the fatigue in her eyes, but otherwise she was as beautiful as ever. “My career is over, as is Jim’s,” she said. “We’ve ensured our respective organizations are as intact as possible, to do your bidding and King Carole’s, but our part is done.”
  


  
    “What will you do?”
  


  
    “Neither of us wants for anything, as we are both wealthy in position and gold.” Her eyes glistened. “Despite being as cold-blooded as he needs to be in his service to the Crown of the Isles, James Dasher Jamison is at heart something of a romantic. He imagines us living idly on an island somewhere, raising children.”
  


  
    Prince Edward smiled. “However unlikely that may be, it’s a wonderful goal to imagine, is it not?”
  


  
    Franciezka could only nod, fearing that if she spoke her voice would break.
  


  
    

  


  
    Martin came over to Hal. “Could you please do something about the Duke of Ran?”
  


  
    Hal was trying to eat a hastily concocted meal: they were cooking quickly over campfires on their ride back to Prince Edward’s encampment. “What is he complaining about now?”
  


  
    “Everything,” said Martin, sitting down next to his brother. “And he keeps offering bribes to me and Ty to help him escape and take you prisoner, or whatever else he can imagine.” He picked up a wooden plate and dug out a heavy spoonful of beans and bacon from the cooking pot. “I don’t think he realizes I’m your brother.”
  


  
    “Or he doesn’t care,” said Hal with a smile. “Some brothers, you know?”
  


  
    “I think Ty might be listening,” said Martin, and Hal laughed.
  


  
    “How are the horses?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “Tired, but holding up,” said Martin. “The remuda is large enough that we’re riding fresh mounts each day. When do you think we’ll reach Edward’s position?”
  


  
    “If we’re out at first light, sometime near sundown tomorrow.”
  


  
    “Think the battle’s started already?”
  


  
    “We’ll know tomorrow,” said Hal, finishing up his meal. “I’m going to take a quick tour around the camp, then turn in. You turn in now; you’re close to exhausted.”
  


  
    “You’re no spring daisy yourself,” said Martin. “But very well, your grace.”
  


  
    Hal laughed. As he set out to inspect his prisoners and the camp, he wondered if that might not be the last laugh he and his brother would share for a while.
  


  
    And not for the first time, he wondered how his other brother was faring.
  


  
    

  


  
    Brendan crawled over the rocks, belly down, listening to the camp noise below. He pulled himself up above an outcrop and saw a sentry standing half-way down the hillside. These mercenaries were sloppy, not expecting any of Prince Edward’s forces to be nearby. Had they been alert, they’d have had twice as many guards up on this bluff looking north-west. If they had any patrols out, Brendan had neither seen nor heard them.
  


  
    He studied the camp. There was a large tent in the centre, which he assumed belonged to the captain of this company, and only a dozen smaller tents scattered around, big enough for four or five men each. The rest of these forces were sleeping under the stars, which, given the current weather, was no problem.
  


  
    For a brief moment he wished he had that weather-magician of Reinman’s along to dump a torrent on them, but then realized there probably wasn’t a bottle of wine or a flagon of ale left between Edward’s camp and Rillanon.
  


  
    Brendan began counting campfires.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tomas battled and Draken-Korin, in the form of Braden, answered every attack. A human would have long since died of exhaustion, yet these two relics of a bygone age continued to test one another. Twice Tomas had delivered wounds that would have killed any mortal instantly, but Draken-Korin had withstood them and kept his opponent at bay long enough for Valheru magic to heal him.
  


  
    Both fighters guarded their magic now, needing it to keep them alive rather than to inflict harm. They had both come to terms with their inability to gain magical advantage and now realized this combat would end in the spilling of blood, as primitive and basic as a fight could be.
  


  
    Throughout the night they moved like wary wolves, circling and dodging in for the attack, only to pull back to avoid counter-attack. They nipped and snapped, and each took slight injuries, but they were now coming into the final phase of this fight.
  


  
    At some point one would find an opening, or gain a momentary advantage, and when that occurred, the outcome would finally be decided.
  


  
    Tomas heard the dragon voice in his mind again: Tomas must die.
  


  
    But this time it was followed by an ancient and alien sound. A dragon began to sing, and others took up the song. At last Tomas recognized it. It was the death-song of dragons, the song they would sing when a Valheru fell.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug signalled Miranda, Nakor, Ruffio, and Magnus over. “I think I know what we need do,” he said.
  


  
    Ruffio glanced over his shoulders to where a knot of clerics sat eating and resting.
  


  
    Pug followed his gaze. “We’ll tell the others when it’s time.”
  


  
    “It’s not yet time?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “No,” said Pug. “There are some things we must arrange for, before we embark on what may be our final confrontation.”
  


  
    “I don’t like the way that sounds,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “None of us do,” echoed Magnus.
  


  
    “First, we need to know exactly what is occurring within the dome. And we need to be able to react instantly once we know. Second, we must invert the energy of the magic confining the Dread and drive them back whence they came. Last, we must seal off that rift.”
  


  
    “When you say it like that,” quipped Nakor, “it sounds easy.”
  


  
    “It’s direct,” said Pug, “but not easy.”
  


  
    “How are you going to get inside to see what’s there without being obliterated?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “This,” said Pug. He held up an orb.
  


  
    “An orb of Ocaran?”
  


  
    “I’ve never seen one of those before,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “We had one in storage at the villa,” said Magnus. “It’s the last one. We were trying to study it and duplicate it.”
  


  
    “Magicians who die without teaching another their secrets are annoying, aren’t they?” said Nakor.
  


  
    “We understand the basic theory,” answered Pug. “We still haven’t taken this one apart for fear we’d disable it, so we might as well use it now to ensure we have the leisure to build another in years to come.”
  


  
    “To make sure we have years to come,” said Miranda. “You know how to use it?”
  


  
    “I’ve used it before, briefly.” Pug turned to Magnus. “You can put it inside that dome, can’t you?”
  


  
    “It’s a very large target, Father, literally the size of a city. I can get it in there.”
  


  
    “It’s time to alert everyone to their roles,” said Pug. “We shall need four distinct tasks attended to: first, we will need defenders, for when we begin the spell-inversion, that shell will become porous for a while, and we have a very good notion of what’s going to be coming out of it.”
  


  
    “A lot of Dread,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Second,” said Pug, “we will need people to be ready to evacuate all those who aren’t needed here. Because not only are there going to be Dread rampaging around this valley, but if this spell is as unstable as I think it may be, there could be destruction on a level that will make what happened on the Island of the Snake Men look trivial.”
  


  
    “That’s … terrifying,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Thirdly, Magnus, you’re the only one who has the strength and ability to do the melding of magic that’s coming our way. I don’t know if even I could do it alone. I need you to be the conduit for what they give us.
  


  
    “Lastly,” he said to Nakor, “I need you to be ready to do things you’ve never been asked to do before, tricks on a scale undreamed of by anyone.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “I’ll try.”
  


  
    “Now, I have to speak to some people,” Pug said. “Where are Sandreena, Arkan, and Calis?”
  


  
    “Oddly enough,” said Miranda, “they are all with that dark elf queen, enjoying a meal.”
  


  
    “I doubt Liallan would enjoy being called either a dark elf or a queen,” said Pug. “I’ll be back shortly. You three start thinking about how we’re going to do this and not make mistakes. We need to have everything in place and ready to try by mid-afternoon tomorrow. After that I think the magicians keeping the dome intact will be too fatigued: we need everyone at the peak of their power.”
  


  
    He walked away and Miranda looked at Magnus. “There are times when your father can be the most annoying person I’ve ever known.”
  


  
    Without conscious thought, Magnus slipped his arm around her waist and gave her a gentle squeeze. “I know.”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Six •


  


  Attack


  
    

  


  
    Trumpets sounded.
  


  
    Drums beat a tattoo and orders rang out as Brendan hurried to Prince Edward’s command tent. Outside he saw a dozen lackeys holding horses for the nobles. Prince Edward’s was a powerful grey gelding covered in a deep-blue bard, embroidered with the full coat of arms of Krondor, the eagle-and-mountain crest. Brendan had been sleeping since he reported back early in the morning with the count of the enemy mercenaries, who numbered between eleven and thirteen hundred by his best estimate — enough to make a difference, but not an overwhelming addition to Oliver’s forces.
  


  
    Seeing the prince, Brendan ran to him, and Edward turned and said, “I want you to ride with me, sir. Get your horse.”
  


  
    Brendan hurried back to where his horse was resting from the previous night’s travels, quickly had him saddled and rode back to the prince’s retinue. Edward now wore full armour, and despite his age wore it well. He was dressed in a full coif of chain with a mail coat and heavy leather leggings. His tabard was identical to all those worn by the men of Krondor, save that his bore the royal crown above the coat-of-arms of the principality. He motioned Brendan near. “The dukes, earls, and barons will be leading their forces, but I’ll have a few nephews and younger brothers, such as yourself, nearby. You I would like on my right, behind me, at all times, so I know where you are. If I need to send word to one of our commanders in the field, I will send you.”
  


  
    “Yes, your highness,” said Brendan. He reined back his horse, giving the prince room to mount up and organize his men, and rode behind Edward and a squad of palace guards, twenty hand-picked men who would give their lives to save their prince. They rode to the top of the hill behind which they had camped, and looked down on the armies of Prince Oliver.
  


  
    “Gods!” Brendan whispered.
  


  
    Before, it had seemed a sprawling sea of tents and campfires. But to see the whole army now arrayed in battle formation less than a half mile away was staggering.
  


  
    Prince Edward said loud enough for all to hear, “Looks to be perhaps ten thousand, wouldn’t you say?”
  


  
    If Brendan was a judge of such things, perhaps more.
  


  
    “Will Oliver parlay?” asked the Earl of Hush, a distant cousin to the prince and his aide-de-camp.
  


  
    “Most likely,” replied Edward. “He’ll wish to gauge my resolve, I should think. There you are,” he said, pointing. “A parlay call.”
  


  
    Four riders moved out from the army below, riding slowly forward under a white banner, while a trumpet sounded a truce call. Edward turned to Brendan and said, “Ride along, my young friend. You might learn something.”
  


  
    They rode down the hill until they met in the middle. It was Brendan’s first look at Prince Oliver of Maladon and Simrick. He seemed a tall man by how he sat his horse, and big without being stocky. Brendan’s first impression before the man said a word was that he was a bully. He wore a white tabard, quartered with opposing blocks of red in the upper right quadrant with a single white cross, and a block of blue in the lower left quadrant with a white horse rampant. His horse was also covered in a bard with the crest of Maladon and Simrick on it. His companions wore the same tabards without the royal crest.
  


  
    “Highness,” said Edward in an affable tone. “You have something to say?”
  


  
    “Good day, your highness,” replied Oliver. His helm was open-faced, showing a man of sharp features, cold, dark eyes and thin lips. “We could end this now, if you’d be willing. I am the only male heir related to King Gregory, my beloved uncle, and yet you press a claim without foundation.”
  


  
    “This should have been a conversation before the High Priest of Ishap in the Congress of Lords, not between two armies on the verge of battle. Why bother now? We know that the Crown will be settled by force of arms, no matter what you say. Or do you make an offer of compromise?”
  


  
    Oliver made a show of sighing dramatically. “Your highness, in all the years I’ve known you, you’ve been a man of no ambition, yet now you seek a crown?”
  


  
    “I already have a crown, Oliver,” said Prince Edward with growing impatience. “What are your terms?”
  


  
    “Retire from the field. Return your armies to your various garrisons, and come to Rillanon and stand before the Congress. Do not oppose my claim and peace will reign. No more bloodshed and your friends’ and family’s offices, titles, lands, chattels and appurtenances are guaranteed. If you seek no gain for yourself or your family, why stand opposed?”
  


  
    “Any discussion of my personal motives is not germane. I will not see a foreign-born lout sit on the throne of my ancestors, is all the reason I need.”
  


  
    “You wound me, Edward,” said Oliver with a nasty grin.
  


  
    “That is my intention, Oliver. Severely and with malice.”
  


  
    “Then look for me on the field, old man. I’ll be easy to find,” Oliver said, turning his horse and riding back to his lines.
  


  
    Edward turned his horse without comment, then, as they were halfway to their own lines said, “Brendan, my young friend, what did you see?”
  


  
    “A bully, highness, who wished to engage you in pointless conversation while his aides counted your forces and marked your deployment. I think he might also have wished you to believe there was an easier way out of this, to sow doubt at the last moment.”
  


  
    “Very astute, my young friend,” said Edward. “Now we surprise him.” Edward glanced again at Brendan. “What else?”
  


  
    “Highness,” said Brendan. “It’s what I didn’t see. I didn’t notice those Keshian mercenaries that marched in this morning.”
  


  
    “That’s because Oliver is hiding them,” said Prince Edward. He signalled to a captain of horse, who turned and waved his arm.
  


  
    Suddenly, two things occurred at once. Oliver’s forces began a slow march up the hill and Edward’s cavalry began to shift position, moving from the centre, pulling out from the rear, as archers ran out from behind a wall of shielding infantry.
  


  
    Brendan watched in fascination. He knew the prince and his generals had been preparing the ground for battle since arriving and that three features on the field that were judged critical were fortified. There was a large knoll to the south-east which was a perfect defence against any attempt Oliver might make to swing around and take Edward on his right flank. There was a rocky ridge rising up to the north that was a natural defensive position upon which waited two hundred archers. That protected Edward’s left.
  


  
    And in the middle of the battlefield was a shallow depression which was misleading in appearance, but which Brendan had just experienced. Once a horse dropped down into it, it had to gather itself to charge upward, which meant it lost momentum. It was a natural defence to break any charge.
  


  
    Brendan lowered the visor of his helm, and glanced down at the brown-and-gold tabard of Crydee. By rank he was entitled to a cadence mark over the crest, but he hadn’t found time or a tailor to sew one on. He prayed quietly, “Oh, gods, do not let me shame this tabard of my family.”
  


  
    The army of Prince Oliver started moving uphill, the infantry at a leisurely trot, and the horses in the middle started their canter. Brendan heard a trumpet blow behind him and glanced back towards Prince Edward’s lines. To his surprise he saw the remaining cavalry pull out. A squad of men hurried forward carrying heavy poles, two men per pole, and fanned out to form a line before the infantry and archers.
  


  
    Brendan understood now why Prince Edward had resisted the attempt to attack while Oliver was arriving. That would have been a mêlée without planning, while this was going to be the battle he chose.
  


  
    As Oliver’s cavalry reached the depression, Brendan watched and things proceeded exactly as he had anticipated. The cantering horses suddenly found themselves dropping down, and instinctively braced, then gathered for an uphill lunge, slowing down, and blocking those horses behind. Like a ripple, the break in rhythm flowed back to the second, third and fourth ranks, completely breaking the charge without a blow being struck.
  


  
    Edward nodded and a banner was raised: his archers fired. Now Brendan understood why the traditional distance markers had not been placed in the field, for every bowman knew exactly how far downhill that depression lay. A flight of shafts took riders out of their seats and sent horses down screaming as they attempted to come out of the depression. More horses stumbled and became enmeshed in the thrashing mess in the misleadingly shallow hollow in the ground.
  


  
    As arrows pelted the riders, they broke as a group to the right, circling around the far end of the depression, and Brendan saw the men on the ground get ready. Kneeling beside the poles, they formed a hedgehog barrier that would prevent the horses from attacking the infantry.
  


  
    Where was Edward’s cavalry? Brendan wondered, for he, like Oliver, obviously, expected the two cavalry forces to meet in the centre of the field, reinforced by the infantry. Instead, Oliver’s cavalry was moving to his right, Edward’s left, towards the very defensible rocky ridge to the north. Two hundred archers waited and unloosed on Oliver’s cavalry when they came into range.
  


  
    Dozens of riders fell and Oliver’s cavalry was in shambles. Commands were relayed and the hedgehog poles were abandoned: there would be no continuing charge from the east.
  


  
    Oliver’s cavalry fled back toward his line to regroup. Whatever use they were in the coming attack was blunted. Brendan looked and saw more than two hundred riders dead or wounded on the ground, with another hundred sporting wounds limping back to their own lines. And Edward’s forces had not suffered a single injury.
  


  
    Prince Edward drew his sword. “On my command … advance!”
  


  
    He rose up in his stirrups and swung his sword in an arc, and his infantry moved out in an orderly fashion. Edward and his guards hung back, and Brendan also rose up in his stirrups and looked around. “Where is our cavalry?” he thought.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug meditated on what he had just encountered with one part of his consciousness. With another he reached out to Magnus, Miranda, and Nakor. Come see this.
  


  
    Soon he felt their minds link to his and said aloud, “Can you see what I’m seeing?” He attempted to share what he was seeing through the Orb of Ocaran as it hovered outside the boundary of the dome. He would control it and Magnus would attempt to place it inside the dome.
  


  
    After another moment, he heard the three voices in his mind say they could. “Magnus, if you would be so kind?”
  


  
    “Not all of us have to see what is inside,” Magnus said. “I’m better than any of you at transporting objects without physically carrying them myself. So, you three link to the orb, and I’ll send it inside. Once done, I’ll try to link with you and see what you do.”
  


  
    “But you have to know where you’re sending it,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “I’ve seen the breaches in the dome. It’s perhaps five or six yards thick. So I’ll transport the device six feet above ground and ten yards in a straight line into the city.”
  


  
    “That’s fine if you don’t materialize it inside a wall,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Or inside one of the Dread,” added Nakor.
  


  
    “I would welcome a better approach,” said Magnus. “Sugges-tions?”
  


  
    Pug broke the mental link as they were all standing around him. He was silent, then said, “I have, I think, found a way to invert the dome, or a small section, which was what I was going to do — open a window for a second, then close it.”
  


  
    “Opening a breach is a better idea?” Miranda almost shrieked, Pug hearing her voice echo what she thought.
  


  
    Pug said, “If we are to close that rift inside, we’re going to have to either shut down that dome—”
  


  
    “A very bad idea,” Nakor inserted.
  


  
    “Or use it to plug up the rift, driving everything inside it back.”
  


  
    “Which means at some point inverting the magic and shrinking everything inside,” finished Magnus. “We know, but isn’t it better to learn once that we have a problem with doing that than twice?”
  


  
    Pug sighed. “You’re probably right. I just hate not having some means of testing my theory. This will be the single most powerful spell anyone has undertaken; we’ll have hundreds of magic-users and priests linked in to the spell, and there’s no telling what the effect will be.”
  


  
    Miranda put her hand on Pug’s arm. “Pug,” she said softly. “I have all Miranda’s memories, including everything you muttered in your sleep.”
  


  
    He blushed, causing Nakor to chuckle.
  


  
    She continued, “I’ve heard you chatter over dinner about this and that, and what I’ve come to know is, if there is one being on this planet who’s capable of designing a … piece of magic … a spell that will save this world, you are that person.”
  


  
    Magnus nodded.
  


  
    Nakor shrugged. “If we do nothing, everything dies. If we try and fail, everything dies. Might as well try, right?”
  


  
    “It’s not even a question,” admitted Pug. “Very well. Link into the orb with me,” he said to Nakor and Miranda, “then Magnus can send it into the dome.”
  


  
    The Orb of Ocaran was one of several devices that Pug had discovered years ago in the abandoned lair of an artificer of magic devices by that name. Ocaran was legendary for making one-of-a-kind items: but this orb was particularly useful, so he had built several. However, it was the only working one Pug had seen. There were many types of far-seeing spells, scrying, and distant vision, but they all had limits: exhaustion on the part of the caster was foremost. The orb, on the other hand, needed only to be guided and, as it was a physical item, once its use was mastered, it was nearly effortless to operate.
  


  
    They exchanged glances. Unspoken was the thought, Better sooner than later, so Pug, Miranda, and Nakor sat down, while Magnus walked as close to the boundary of the ruby dome as he could. He gauged his distances, then mentally asked, Ready?
  


  
    When the answer came back affirmative, he sent the orb into the dome.
  


  
    

  


  
    Tomas grunted with exertion as he attempted to remove Draken-Korin’s head, but the blow was deflected away. Both fighters were now labouring and despite their inhuman endurance and strength, soon one of them was bound to take a wound that would be beyond their ability to magically heal.
  


  
    The dragons sang a melancholy song. It had no words, but carried a meaning no mortal could apprehend. Within the web of the song was repeated, over and over, “Tomas must die.”
  


  
    He hit Draken-Korin so hard that the Lord of Tigers stumbled back a full ten yards, and Tomas used his mental powers to ask, Why must I die, daughter of Ryath?
  


  
    From the great golden dragon who presided over this contest came the thought: Death is a gateway into something beyond. Tomas must pass beyond. At the proper time, Ashen-Shugar must be without constraint.
  


  
    Tomas laughed as Draken-Korin poised to charge him. “You mock me?” the Lord of Tigers shouted.
  


  
    “All of life is mockery,” Tomas responded. “Come, old enemy, last of our kind, let us put an end to this.”
  


  
    Draken-Korin charged and Tomas easily dodged the attack, inflicting a serious wound to the black-clad warrior. The Lord of Tigers screamed in pain and rage, spinning away to get out of Tomas’s reach.
  


  
    Tomas closed his eyes.
  


  
    Again he stood on rocks, with an inky-dark sea swirling on all sides. He had climbed out of that black tide over a century before and knew what it meant to be swept under and pulled down by it. It was an ending and beginning for him. He laughed in a triumphant voice and dived head-first into the water.
  


  
    I am Tomas!
  


  
    With a purpose that could only be seen as mad, Tomas sought out the heart of this blackness, the root nature of the Valheru with whom he had shared his existence for decades. Downward he swam.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar opened his eyes and felt a power, unlike any he had experienced in ages of life, flow through him. The dragons surrounding him sang a battle song of blood and victory and he turned to see Draken-Korin before him. The Lord of Tigers was battered and covered in blood, staggering as he readied himself for another attack.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar looked at his own blood-covered hands and arms. He saw the rents in his tabard and felt the flame of wounds upon his body. He willed away the pain and healed the wounds and felt life well up within him.
  


  
    The blood drained from Draken-Korin’s face as he screamed, “No!” He launched himself at his old foe with a ferocity born of terror. Whatever reserves he had held back were now unleashed and he appeared for a moment a warrior reborn.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar held his ground, easily countering the blows and looking into the face of his oldest enemy with the certainty that the day was won. After a flurry of blows, Ashen-Shugar batted away Draken-Korin’s ebon blade and stepped forward, smashing him in the face with his white shield.
  


  
    The Lord of Tigers arced backwards, landing hard on the ground. He groaned in pain and knew he had nothing left to offer. His sword fell from limp fingers and he released his hold on his black shield. With what little strength he had left, he struggled to get up and fell to his knees.
  


  
    “Why?” he whispered.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar stared down at him.
  


  
    “Why was I brought back, just to die once more?”
  


  
    “Does it matter?” replied Ashen-Shugar.
  


  
    With a powerful sweep of his sword, Ashen-Shugar sundered the Lord of Tigers’ head from his shoulders, and watched as blood fountained high into the midday sunlight.
  


  
    As one, the dragons tilted back their heads and cried out in a song of sorrow and triumph.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar, Ruler of the Eagle’s Reaches, turned and looked at the ring of dragons as if seeing them for the first time. “What has happened?” he demanded.
  


  
    Rylan leaped down with one beat of her massive wings to confront the white-and-gold-clad warrior. “You have been lost in a dream, master. You have been awakened by your most ancient enemy, and your power is needed.”
  


  
    “To what cause must my powers be lent?”
  


  
    “An invader, your most powerful foe, has invaded your world.”
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar had not participated in the Chaos Wars against the emerging gods. He had watched from afar, so he had no gauge to measure the gods by, save their ability to reduce his brethren to sobbing, frightened children. In his vanity, he thought himself above them, so their experience bore no relation to his own self-estimation. But once in his existence he had faced an enemy so powerful and unrelenting that the Dragon Host had been forced to flee in disarray. Softly he said, “The Dread have come?”
  


  
    “Indeed,” said the golden dragon. “We have assembled to contest the invasion, every lesser dragon on this world, but your power and command are needed.”
  


  
    “Of course,” said Ashen-Shugar. He gestured with one hand and Rylan lowered her head, allowing him to mount her. “Take me to the Dread. We shall rid this world of their taint.”
  


  
    With a single snap of her wings, Rylan, daughter of Ryath, took to the sky, and the entirety of dragonkind on Midkemia took flight behind her.
  


  
    

  


  
    Brendan saw the mêlée below as if it were a moving thing, an ocean’s surface of churning steel and blood, brave banners, and rearing horses, and with it came a noise of screaming, crying, shouting, and the clash of metal. But it had a rhythm, a surge, ebb, and flow, and without knowing how he knew, he knew he was witnessing a battle approaching stalemate.
  


  
    Then, suddenly, from the north Prince Edward’s cavalry came flying. Now Brendan knew why he had let Oliver’s cavalry charge be answered by terrain, arrows and hedgehog poles. He had sent his own cavalry on a fast ride around the granite ridge serving as the northern redoubt, and now was hitting Oliver hard on his right flank.
  


  
    There was a balance in the air, a sense that somehow this was going to break one way or the other, and within an hour, perhaps within minutes, the battle would be won or lost.
  


  
    Then Brendan saw movement to the south-east. It took a moment to understand what he was seeing. The Keshian mercenaries must have been infiltrated through the woods, and been thrown wholesale at the knoll to the south-east. Rather than attempt to ride around it with cavalry, Oliver had stormed it with infantry, and now that infantry was streaming down off that knoll, directly at the Prince of Krondor’s position, with only Brendan, a few minor nobles, and twenty mounted palace guardsman to defend the prince.
  


  
    “ ’Ware the field!” Brendan shouted as loudly as he could. “ ’Ware the field!” He pointed with his sword.
  


  
    The Krondorian palace guards rode up behind him, forming a line, lowering lances and drawing their swords. Their captain shouted, “On my command, charge … Charge!” and the twenty riders with Brendan at their side rushed into the mass of oncoming mercenaries.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug asked, “Is everyone seeing this?”
  


  
    Miranda and Nakor both said, “Yes,” then Nakor said, “but I can barely believe my senses.”
  


  
    “The orb is safely there?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Yes,” said his father. “See if you can locate it. Try linking with my mind if you must.”
  


  
    Magnus sat next to his father and closed his eyes. Piercing the dome to link with the orb was difficult, so he linked with his father’s mind and instantly was inside the dome, amid chaos.
  


  
    “What are those … things?” he heard Miranda say through his father’s perceptions.
  


  
    The interior of the dome was illuminated by a faint red light, sunlight filtered through the magical energy field surrounding the city. Within the boundaries of the dome there was a roiling cloud of black. Occasionally a piece of the cloud would break off and form a roughly humanoid shape, something upright with broad shoulders and bright red eyes, but eventually it would fall back into the mass.
  


  
    “We remain unnoticed,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “So far,” said Pug.
  


  
    Magnus said, “Laromendis and his brother said the heart of the city was where this rift was formed.”
  


  
    Pug moved the orb, watching to see if it called attention from the mass of black smoke. They moved without incident a few yards, then he picked up speed and hurried to the centre of the city. He had no problem identifying the point of entrance.
  


  
    “Gods!” said Miranda.
  


  
    “It’s the void!” said Nakor.
  


  
    In the centre of the city a blackness occupied an area roughly the size of a building. Nothing could be seen within it, but from the edges the black smoke emerged, curling and surging outward.
  


  
    “This is what is devouring the centre of the Fifth Circle,” said Nakor.
  


  
    “Watch the edges,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Through the vision they got from the orb, they could see the edges of the void expanding at the crawl of a snail, mere inches an hour, yet it was still expanding. “At this rate this city will be gone in a year,” said Pug.
  


  
    “Sooner,” said Nakor. “I think the rate of expansion is accelerating. Look at those tiles in the wall.”
  


  
    The void was consuming a wall, decorated with small tiles roughly an inch across. Pug did not need the void to cross one to observe, “I think you’re correct.”
  


  
    “What is this void?” asked Magnus. “Is it a manifestation of the Dread? Is it the Dread itself?”
  


  
    Pug said, “I don’t think we’re going to learn anything useful by simply wandering around among all this … smoke, for lack of a better term. It’s clearly a manifestation of what’s in that pit.” He hesitated for a moment, then said, “We weren’t going to get this orb back, anyway,” and moved it into the void.
  


  
    Suddenly they were without bearing, engulfed by a world of neutral grey. “We are in the void,” said Pug. “I have been here before.”
  


  
    He had willingly accompanied Macros into the void to shut down the Tsurani rift and end the war, and it had taken magic and the aid of his old teacher Kulgan to pull him back out. Another time he had ridden through it on the back of a dragon with Tomas, looking for Macros the Black.
  


  
    Nakor said, “I know what Macros meant about this not being an empty place. It is brimming with … stuff. There is great magic here, Pug.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “Perhaps this is where magic comes from, and we somehow tap into it.”
  


  
    “There,” said Magnus. “There’s something there.”
  


  
    Without direction it was difficult to know where “there” was, but within seconds the other three saw what Magnus had referred to: a speck. They focused on it and Pug said, “It’s hard to know if we are close to a tiny thing or very far from a massive thing.”
  


  
    “Move us closer and we’ll see,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “With only one point of reference, this may be difficult,” said Pug. But he turned his focus on the spot and willed the orb to move toward it.
  


  
    Suddenly a stream of energy sped around them, and Nakor cried out, “It’s … stuff!” All they got was a tantalizing glimpse as it sped past. Every time any of them attempted to concentrate on a single mote, it was gone.
  


  
    Pug said, “I think I’m beginning to understand why the Dread have such a problem understanding time. If we attempted to intercept even one tiny part of this stream of particles, strands of energy? — whatever this may be, we would be flailing blindly.”
  


  
    Magnus said, “But in flailing you could do a great deal of damage.”
  


  
    Miranda said, “A nice enough metaphor, true, but let’s see what it is that is doing all the flailing.”
  


  
    “Are we getting smaller?” asked Nakor. “Before we couldn’t see the strands of stuff, but now they look large enough to reach out and touch.”
  


  
    “I doubt it,” said Magnus. “It’s perspective.”
  


  
    They saw the speck in the distance expand and with the movement of particles showing them the way, it felt as if they were moving toward the dark spot. It grew and they felt as if they were accelerating toward it, even though they were outside the dome on the ground.
  


  
    Abruptly, everything changed. The spot expanded almost explosively to look like a massive pit and in the centre of that pit rested a being.
  


  
    Either it was gigantic, or they had become tiny. The being was roughly humanoid in shape, with flames bathing it from head to toe, but no light or heat was generated. Waves of energy were being created constantly, and the profound sense that swept over the four magic-users was one of rage and sorrow.
  


  
    Every dark dream, hidden fear, and unvoiced terror was encompassed in those feelings, and the being was aware.
  


  
    It turned its attention to the orb and it reached out.
  


  
    Then it reached past the orb and the four magic-users felt it coming out of the pit, along the lines of consciousness that linked them to the orb, coming outside the ruby dome, right at them.
  


  
    

  


  
    Ruffio was talking to Tanderae and Janil when he heard a cry of anguish. All three turned to see the four magic-users who had been employing the orb lying on the ground, their eyes rolled back in their heads, thrashing in paroxysms of pain.
  


  
    He hurried over and knelt next to Magnus, put his hand on the thrashing magician’s chest, then shouted, “Get healing priests! Get them now!”
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Seven •


  


  War


  
    

  


  
    Brendan swung his sword.
  


  
    A Keshian mercenary dodged away before the blow landed and Brendan kept moving forward. He had enough training to know that to be standing still in a melee while on horseback was an invitation to be pulled from the saddle. He knew his mount was his best weapon at the moment, and he intended to take advantage of that.
  


  
    They were hugely outnumbered, only thirty horsemen — twenty trained guardsmen and not quite a dozen minor nobles like Brendan — against at least five hundred foot soldiers. The best they could hope for was to distract the infantry while Prince Edward rode to safer ground. The captain of the palace guard was rallying some of Edward’s foot soldiers to him, to stem the attempted sweep from the right flank.
  


  
    Brendan moved as fast as he could, knocking down attackers and causing as much confusion as he could, but keeping away from the heart of the force. His horse was calm and well trained, but even the stoutest warhorse would balk if faced with too many bodies packed tightly together.
  


  
    Hacking and charging, Brendan managed to turn a half-dozen soldiers away from the line of march, but dozens more were flooding toward the top of the ridge, behind which lay the prince’s pavilion and the tents of the other nobles. He spurred his horse away from the fight and circled around, trying to get his bearings.
  


  
    Brendan saw that Edward had been spirited away by some of the nobles around him, while his bodyguard was being pushed back and overwhelmed. He knew he could do nothing more, for the Keshian mercenaries were pouring in unchecked. Kicking hard, he drove his horse forward.
  


  
    He looped around to join with three other palace guardsmen who had been driven back and teamed up with a squad of infantry wearing tabards from different duchies.
  


  
    He looked around and could not see the captain he had seen earlier who had rallied the soldiers. Seeing no other noble or officer close by, Brendan waved his sword aloft, shouted, “Follow me!” and led a charge into the gap at the top of the ridge where the Keshians were swarming.
  


  
    As they moved forward, he heard the clash of arms on the other side of the ridge and saw smoke. “They’re firing the tents!” someone shouted.
  


  
    Brendan kicked hard and drove his horse up the hill, leaving the infantry behind. He rode through the gap at the top of the hill as fast as he could, striking down Keshians who were foolish enough to get in his way.
  


  
    He felt a chill of near-panic as he saw that a squad of Keshian riders had circled even farther to the west and had come up behind the camp while the infantry had distracted the prince’s attention. It had been a double-pronged assault, and Brendan now feared for Edward.
  


  
    He looked around for the distinctive markings of the prince’s horse’s bard and saw a flash of deep blue through the smoke and chaos. He urged his horse toward it and found a knot of defenders protecting Edward. The remaining palace guards, a few surviving noble nephews and cousins, and a ragged collection of infantry who had wandered or fled this way were now rallying to guard the Prince of Krondor. They were overmatched, but fighting as bravely as men could fight, and Brendan was overcome with admiration as he pointed his horse’s nose at the prince’s standard and spurred it on.
  


  
    Brendan weighed into the fight, slashing and hacking and driving a wedge between attacking Keshians, while the infantry coming up the hill intercepted the Keshian foot soldiers. This was a desperate attack, for it would not turn the overall battle tactically, but it was designed to do one thing: kill the Prince of Krondor, thereby ending the battle in Oliver’s favour.
  


  
    Brendan clubbed a soldier with the hilt of his sword and smashed another with the flat of his blade. He pulled tight on the reins of his horse, and urged it forward, deeper into the press.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal saw the smoke in the distance and motioned to four guards who were escorting the Duke of Ran and his companions. “Keep them under close watch,” he ordered. “If they try to escape,” he added, looking directly at Chadwick of Ran, “cut them down.”
  


  
    Martin, Ty, and Hokada rode up from their positions along the line. “Looks as if the fight’s started without us!” shouted Hal. The remounts had proved to be a wise choice: able to ride longer and farther, they had reached the Prince of Krondor’s camp a day early.
  


  
    He turned and motioned for the rest of his command to form up. “Drop remounts! Double column!”
  


  
    The four riders at the rear, who had the responsibility of herding the remounts, left their positions to catch up with the other riders, all of whom fell into place as ordered. Once they formed up, Hal motioned them forward. After a few yards at a trot, he ordered a canter. As they reached the edge of the woods, he saw in the distance the struggle at the prince’s pavilion.
  


  
    What looked to be an army of mercenaries on both horse and foot had a core of defenders surrounded, and at their heart he could see Edward. Hal drew his sword and took his shield off his back. Ignoring the Keshians moving to intercept him, he charged straight in the direction of the Prince of Krondor, shouting, “Charge!”
  


  
    Chopping his way through as if he were cutting wheat with a scythe, he rode, desperate to reach Edward before his defences collapsed. A pair of what appeared to be Keshian mercenaries hopped on a baggage wagon, crossbows at the ready. Hal shouted a warning as he drew closer, but it went unheard in the din.
  


  
    Both men shot at Edward, one missing entirely, but the other taking his horse in the neck. The animal went down with a cry, and Edward vanished from sight in the press of horses and riders trying to defend him.
  


  
    Hal saw Brendan and both brothers brandished their swords overhead in greeting, as Martin and Ty caught up. Hokada took his bowmen around to the right and began raining death on the attacking Keshians. Within moments, they were turning to flee, dropping to their knees with their swords reversed, or lying dead on the ground.
  


  
    Hal took charge and quickly moved away the Keshians who had surrendered, directing a handful of infantry to take charge and guard them, while Hokada and his horse archers harried those fleeing. Hal and his brothers dismounted and shoved and pulled people out of the way to reach the prince.
  


  
    Edward lay on the ground, blood staining his lips and nose. He motioned for Hal to come close when he saw him and Hal knelt. Despite the pain, Edward chuckled. “Not a blade or arrow,” he said, then coughed blood, “but my own damned horse falling on me.” He looked into the younger man’s face. “You are all we have left.” Then his eyes rolled up and he lost consciousness.
  


  
    Hal ordered two nearby palace guards to get him to his tent.
  


  
    “I’m sorry, your grace,” said one of the guards, “but the tent’s been burned to the ground.”
  


  
    “Find a place for him and make him comfortable, then send for the chirurgeon and a healing priest!”
  


  
    Four guards bent to carry the prince, and another said, “I’ll get the chirurgeon, but we have no priests, my lord.”
  


  
    “No priests?”
  


  
    “They all … left, two days ago.”
  


  
    “Where did they go?” asked Hal, frustration rising up.
  


  
    “They just left. No one knows where. There were a dozen of them, from all the different orders, then … they were gone!”
  


  
    “What in the name of the gods is going on?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “No one knows, your grace,” said the soldier.
  


  
    Hal looked around and didn’t see another ranking noble. He grabbed Brendan and said, “See to the prince’s safety.” To Ty and Martin, he said, “Follow me.”
  


  
    They remounted and rode over the crest and Hal reined in to watch the battle’s progress. At first glance, all was in chaos, but after a moment he could see Edward’s forces were holding a slight advantage, with heavy Krondorian cavalry pressing hard against Oliver’s right flank. On Hal’s right things were in flux, as the fleeing Keshians had found haven behind Oliver’s lines. Taking in the situation, Hal turned to Ty and said, “See if you can find Hokada and get him to stop chasing Keshians. Have him move back to that rise over there and get ready to hit the main body of Oliver’s left as hard as he can.” He pointed to a tiny rise at the foot of the wooded knoll that originally had been held by Edward’s forces. Ty nodded and hurried off.
  


  
    To Martin, Hal said, “Go back and get as many of our lads as you can find, all the Crydee boys and anyone up there not still guarding the prince or captives, then ride to that knoll and dismount. I need you to get up and clear it of any of Oliver’s men, so Hokada can safely ride over it, and slam into Oliver’s left flank down there when I give him the order.” He glanced again at the ebb and flow of battle and said, “Tell Hokada if he can turn that flank and force those men back into Oliver’s centre, we shall have the day.”
  


  
    “Very good,” said Martin. “Where will you be?”
  


  
    “Down there in the mess,” said Hal, and he spurred his horse and rode straight down to where the fighting was thickest.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal arrived as a surge of Oliver’s Maladon infantry was trying to push back a beleaguered troop of Krondorians, and he hit them in their right flank, trying to turn it. A dozen more riders were a second behind him and that disrupted Oliver’s soldiers just enough for the Krondorians to disengage and reform in an orderly defence. Hal slashed and clubbed any enemy soldier who got too close to his horse and found his way cleared by retreating men.
  


  
    Suddenly the Krondorians charged in counterattack and the rout was underway. Hal pulled up his tired horse and took a moment to see how the rest of the battle was proceeding. He saw Martin leading his squad up the knoll to clear it. He hoped Ty had found Hokada and that he could organize archers quickly and give Martin support.
  


  
    Hal saw another half-dozen Crydee horsemen approaching and beckoned them to join with the five already at his side. He hurried behind the line, moving from Edward’s right to left flank, south to north, and came in behind the heavy Krondorian lancers who had started to roll up Oliver’s right flank. He stood in his stirrups and shouted, “To me!” Then he rode like a madman straight at the infantry, hastily trying to stand against the lancers. To the commander of the lancers, Hal shouted, “Reform and charge again!”
  


  
    The commander recognized the ducal insignia above the golden gull of Crydee and acknowledged the order. He withdrew his lancers while Hal and his men harried the now-retreating men from Simrick. In less than a minute, Hal felt and heard the charging lancers before he turned and saw them, and he signalled his own men to withdraw. He cleared the knot of defenders just as the lancers smashed into those attempting to stand and fight, and rolled over them.
  


  
    Now Hal could see that Oliver’s entire right flank was collapsing. He stood again and saw that Ty and his archers were picking off targets and inflicting damage on the other side of the line. Hal shouted, “At them! We have them!”
  


  
    He saw a group of mounted men on a small rise to the rear of the battle, at the centre of which sat Prince Oliver. His banners waved bravely in the wind, but his advantage in the field was slipping away by the second. His right flank had collapsed, his left was being harried by Hokada’s archers and the cavalry riding with Ty and Martin. The centre was in flux, with neither side prevailing, and it could tip either way in minutes. The Dukes of Yabon, Bas-Tyra, and other nobles were concentrating on Oliver’s main force, and there was murderous work being done, but no advantage seized.
  


  
    Hal waved to the captain of the Krondorian lancers. “Regroup your men, drop your lances, and draw your swords!” Then he signalled to his own men and when they were with him, shouted, “Follow me!”
  


  
    The right flank of Oliver’s army was in full retreat, rapidly escalating to a rout. Hal led his company, now numbering about thirty men, and circled around the retreating infantry, through a grassy depression strewn with the bodies of the fallen, and came into line with where Oliver and his cadre waited. “Let’s see what this prince is made of!” he shouted, attempting to hit Oliver’s centre as Martin, Ty, and Hokada hit him from the other side.
  


  
    When Oliver saw Hal leading a company in his direction, he drew his sword, then turned and fled, along with two of his guards, while his officers stood their ground.
  


  
    Hal signalled the Krondorian captain to take the rear guard, while he rode after Oliver. A half-dozen of his Crydee soldiers followed, while the rest overran the defenders on the rise.
  


  
    Hal urged his horse to overtake the fleeing prince, and the gap closed slowly. One of the two guards turned and charged at Hal. Hal ducked under a sword blow and kept going, letting the soldiers behind him dispose of the delaying guard. The second guard glanced over his shoulder and saw Hal overtaking them. He also turned and charged. This time Hal knew there was no one immediately behind him, so he braced himself for the attack. He brought his sword up to meet the blow offered by the guard, then reined in his horse so fast that the animal squatted; then he wheeled, so that he was suddenly behind the guard as he was trying to turn his own horse. Hal took the guard out of his saddle with one vicious slash, blood fountaining into the air.
  


  
    Hal urged his mount on, seeking sight of Oliver. He saw a flash of white vanish into trees at the edge of the woodlands to the north-east of the battlefield. He turned his horse in that direction and hurried after.
  


  
    The mid-afternoon sun gave Hal a clear view and he easily saw Oliver’s tracks in the damp soil and fallen leaves. He saw the trail turn as if Oliver was trying to use the woods to lose Hal and double back toward his own lines, where he might find protection. Hal drew up and listened. In the distance he heard the sound of hooves.
  


  
    He followed the trail for a little longer until he was certain of Oliver’s course, then cut through the trees on a path to intercept him. Once more he stopped and listened, and once more he adjusted his course.
  


  
    A small drop-off caused Hal to change direction, and he looped around as the sound of an approaching horse grew louder. Then he let his mount jump down a few feet, and landed directly in front of Oliver’s cantering mare, causing her to rear up as the two horses collided. Hal jumped and hit the ground in a roll, coming to his feet, sword at the ready.
  


  
    Oliver was on his feet, his visor down, covering his face, and his sword at the ready as both horses ran off into the woods.
  


  
    Hal didn’t hesitate. He charged.
  


  
    

  


  
    The dragons rose in a spiral, a flurry of colourful wings cracking like thunder as they tore through the sky. At their head flew the great golden dragon, Rylan, upon whose neck rode the last living Valheru, Ashen-Shugar.
  


  
    “Tell me about this threat to my world,” demanded the Dragon Lord.
  


  
    “The Dread attack, master,” said the dragon. “They seek to breach a portal created by the elves.”
  


  
    “Fools! I’ll have their heads on pikes,” said Ashen-Shugar.
  


  
    “They are already dead,” said the dragon. “They died in the making of the rift.”
  


  
    “Then take us to the Dread and I will destroy it!”
  


  
    “There’s a risk to address first, master,” replied the dragon. “Do you remember the Sven-ga’ri?”
  


  
    “The singing crystal beings, yes,” said Ashen-Shugar. “I ordered them protected. They are beings of … dangerous power.”
  


  
    Left unsaid was the core reason for the decision made by the Valheru to leave the Sven-ga’ri alone. Their language was incomprehensible to the Valheru, but it evoked feelings that were alien to the Dragon Lords. Longings and desires at variance to what drove his race: the need for blood and conquest, to rise supreme among the stars.
  


  
    “What you must know, master,” said the dragon, “is the Sven-ga’ri were placed in the mountains of the Quor by the Dread as a means of gaining entrance to this world. They must be destroyed before you can drive the Dread back to whence they came.”
  


  
    “Then to the Peaks of the Quor!” shouted Ashen-Shugar.
  


  
    

  


  
    In a very dark, cold place, the mind of a man was being pulled down into a void. It struggled to stay aware.
  


  
    I am Tomas. Just a little while longer.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal knew he was overmatched by this bigger, fresher opponent. He had been riding desperately for days after a fight while Oliver had slept soundly in a pavilion. His only advantage was that he knew he was a far better swordsman than the Prince of Maladon and Simrick. Had Hal been fresh, the contest would already have been decided, but fatigue made him slower to react, and his blows were a tiny bit off as a result, and Oliver was experienced enough to understand what he had to do, which was to wear Hal down. Oliver knew he faced a superior swordsman, but he also knew that time was on his side, so he was content to wait for Hal to move first, counter and retreat. The boles of trees were additional allies, as he manoeuvred in such a way that when he dodged, he had a trunk between himself and Hal.
  


  
    Hal could not see his opponent’s face, but he knew he must be smirking. That angered him enough that he could battle back exhaustion for a while longer. Even so, his sword-arm was growing tired, and he realized that because he knew what Oliver was doing, he was falling into a predictable attack. He would start an overhand, looping blow and Oliver would deflect it with his shield, then quickly bring his shield back against a combination attack, pause a moment, and move back a step.
  


  
    Hal now realized what he had to do. He began his blow and Oliver’s shield came up slightly, but Hal pulled his swing and ducked. Oliver imagined an opening that wasn’t really there and stepped forward as Hal had wished. Hal threw all his weight behind his shield as he smashed into Oliver’s shield, causing his opponent’s sword blow to slice through the air. Oliver stumbled. Trying to step back, he caught his boot heel on the root of the tree he had planned to duck behind, and fell backwards, landing hard on his rump. Reflexively he put out his hands on either side to brace his fall and for a moment was exposed.
  


  
    Hal didn’t attempt a sword blow. Instead, he kicked up at the exposed part of Oliver’s chin, under his helm, and was rewarded with a loud crack as his boot toe found its mark. Had he missed, he might be nursing a broken foot, or have Oliver’s sword point in his groin.
  


  
    Oliver rolled sideways, disoriented, and came groggily to his feet. Hal charged again, bashing his shield hard against Oliver’s helm and took the big man down to his knees.
  


  
    This was no fencing match in the Master’s Court, but a brawl without rules, and as tired as Hal was, he wasn’t about to let the bigger, stronger, and fresher man get any respite, even a moment, to gather his wits and fight back. He smashed again with his shield and spun Oliver half around, swung his sword sideways as hard as he could and took him in the side of the head with the flat of his blade. It was like striking an anvil or an ancient oak tree; the shock ran up Hal’s arm and was painful enough that it took all his willpower to keep his grip on the sword’s hilt. Oliver went sprawling and lay twitching slightly.
  


  
    Hal knelt upon his chest and ripped Oliver’s helm from his head. Unfocused eyes stared upward as blood flowed from his left ear and both nostrils. Hal put down his sword and balled his mailed fist and struck Oliver on the jaw as hard as he could. He was rewarded with a loud cracking sound — if the boot to the jaw hadn’t broken it already, this time it was certainly broken. Oliver’s eyes rolled up into his head and he lost consciousness.
  


  
    Hal sat there for a moment, trying to catch his breath. Satisfied that the Prince of Maladon and Simrick was indeed senseless, he staggered off to look for the horses. Given the hard collision, he wasn’t surprised they had run off.
  


  
    Sighing in resignation, he returned to his prisoner, hauled him up by one arm, then let it drop. “No damned way I’m hauling you and all this armour back,” he said aloud. He dropped to his knees and began unfastening the buckles on Oliver’s armour.
  


  
    

  


  
    Hal walked slowly back towards the sounds of fighting, breathing heavily from the exertion of carrying the Prince of Maladon and Simrick over his shoulders. More than once he was grateful that his father had insisted he learn how to carry a stag out of the woods, or he was certain his back would have given out by now.
  


  
    It had only been fifteen minutes since he had felled Oliver in the woods, but it felt like an hour, given the size of the man. Hal silently wondered why Oliver couldn’t have been a short, skinny fellow.
  


  
    A squad of riders in Krondor blue approached at a canter, and reined in upon seeing Hal. “Your grace,” said the rider in front, a sergeant. “We’ve been looking for you.”
  


  
    “How goes the fight?”
  


  
    “The day is ours, my lord. Lord Bas-Tyra routed the centre after the Earl of LaMut turned their flanks; the enemy is fleeing in disarray. We’ve captured many nobles and officers.”
  


  
    “Add this one to the catch,” said Hal.
  


  
    “Is that Prince Oliver?” asked the sergeant. “In his small-clothes?”
  


  
    “My horse ran off, and I didn’t feel like lugging him and his armour.”
  


  
    The men laughed. “We’ll see to him, my lord.” The sergeant motioned to one of his men. “You ride double, and give the duke your horse.” To another he said, “Drape that fellow across the rump of your horse and be gentle; he’s royalty.”
  


  
    They laughed as they carried out their orders. Like all soldiers after a victory, they were buoyed by survival and success, and tired to their bones.
  


  
    Hal took the reins of the horse given to him and mounted. “How fares Prince Edward?”
  


  
    “The chirurgeons tend him, but I have no news.”
  


  
    “Take me to him,” ordered Hal.
  


  
    He followed the sergeant at a gallop as the others brought Oliver along at a more sedate pace. As they rode past the battlefield, Hal could hardly credit his eyes at the mass of dead and dying covering the once-rich farmland of the Fields of Albalyn. Fully five or six thousand bodies, a few still moving, were now mired in mud made from soil and blood. A few of the boys from the baggage train helped find those who could be tended back to health, while men of cold resolve moved through with misericordes. These long, thin blades were inserted through the armpit into the heart of those too wounded to save, thus sparing them from a lingering death — the battlefield’s “Quick Mercy.”
  


  
    Smoke blew across the field and a sense of order was slowly returning. Prisoners were being gathered and guarded, and men who could stand watch did, while others lay where they could, gasping for breath or merely silently thanking whichever gods they worshipped for their lives this day. Others wandered with shock on their faces, seeking something: a comrade, a lost weapon, or some unseen need yet unmet. The boys from the baggage would return and guide them back to where others could tend them, but until those with wounds of the body were treated, these lost souls would be left to wander a while longer.
  


  
    Hal reached a massive spreading oak on the top of a hill located behind the hill where the prince’s and other pavilions and tents had been burned. Under a large canvas, perhaps a portion of unburned tent, lay Prince Edward. His entire lower body was covered in blood-drenched rags and he lay propped up against the bole of the tree, tended by two chirurgeons. Nearby waited the nobles loyal to him. Brendan stood beside the tree, obvious frustration on his face over his inability to protect his prince.
  


  
    Hal glanced over at Charles of Bas-Tyra, who nodded a silent greeting, and Hal dismounted. A lackey took his horse and Hal came to kneel before Prince Edward. He looked at the chirurgeon on the prince’s right, who looked back and said, “His legs and pelvis are crushed, your grace. His horse went down and rolled over him. He was never a robust man, but he endures.”
  


  
    “Is there no healing priest?” asked Hal.
  


  
    It was Bas-Tyra who answered. “While you were catching Chadwick by the nose, some dozen healing priests of the orders of Sung, Dala, and La-timsa all vanished.”
  


  
    “Vanished?” Hal looked confused.
  


  
    Charles explained about the disappearance.
  


  
    Hal could hardly contain his anger. “Our prince lies dying and there’s not one priest to be found? What of those who were with Oliver?”
  


  
    Bas-Tyra’s expression was one of genuine regret. “As soon as Oliver fled and the day was ours, we began asking, but their priests disappeared before the fight, the same as ours.”
  


  
    As Hal waited for any sign of consciousness from Edward, the Krondorian rider carrying Prince Oliver across the rump of his horse arrived and deposited their still-limp enemy inelegantly on the ground.
  


  
    Charles said, “I’ve seen Oliver look better. And what happened to his armour?”
  


  
    “I was tired,” was all Hal said.
  


  
    Edward’s eyes opened and focused on Hal. “Duke Henry,” he whispered.
  


  
    “I am here, highness,” said Hal, leaning forward to hear better.
  


  
    “The battle…?”
  


  
    “The day is ours, highness. Oliver is taken.”
  


  
    “Where is Jim Dasher?” asked the prince.
  


  
    Out of the shadow of the tree stepped Jim Dasher and Lady Franciezka Sorboz. Hal stood and nodded greeting, wondering how he had not seen them before.
  


  
    “Is it done?” asked Edward.
  


  
    “Yes, highness.” Jim leaned over and whispered into the Prince of Krondor’s ear, then stood up.
  


  
    “Henry,” said Prince Edward weakly, waving him over.
  


  
    Hal again knelt beside him. Edward reached up and took his arm in his hand, squeezing it. “What I have done is for the good of the Kingdom. I need you to understand. Will you honour my decision?”
  


  
    Hal had no idea what he meant, but simply said, “I am loyal to you, my prince, and whatever you choose to do, I will support.”
  


  
    “Swear,” said Edward weakly.
  


  
    “I swear on my honour, highness.”
  


  
    “Then I am left with but one hope, my young friend. And that is that you will also forgive me.” Edward closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “I may never walk again,” he said to the chirurgeon, “but I will survive to face the Congress of Lords. See to it.”
  


  
    The chirurgeon nodded and said, “Find us shelter.”
  


  
    The Duke of Bas-Tyra pointed to a large tent from the baggage-train being erected down the hill. “My pavilion stands. Bear him there.”
  


  
    The chirurgeon oversaw four soldiers who gently lifted and carried the prince to Bas-Tyra’s pavilion.
  


  
    Martin and Ty had found their way to where Hal and Brendan stood and they all embraced. Hal’s face was a mask, set in place by exhaustion and the sight of too much death. He looked at Jim Dasher. “So, we win the battle and lose the war?”
  


  
    Jim said, “Plans were made. Prince Edward is gravely injured, but he lives, and today he was victorious.” He smiled. “In no small part due to your actions, my young friend.”
  


  
    Martin asked, “With Edward injured, what happens? Does Oliver reassert his claim?”
  


  
    Lord Bas-Tyra snorted. “Hardly. He’s probably lucky if he remembers his name, given the thrashing your brother gave him.”
  


  
    “What will be done with Oliver?” asked Brendan.
  


  
    “And Chadwick?” added Hal.
  


  
    Bas-Tyra tried not to smile, but failed. “Oliver will be a guest in Rillanon for a while, I think.”
  


  
    “Until Maladon and Simrick can scrape together enough gold to pay his ransom,” added Jim. “Chadwick will linger a while longer, until Edward decides his fate.”
  


  
    Charles came over to Hal and put his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “We have missing lords among the dead, and quite a number in chains with Oliver. They will be … spoken to,” he said again, glancing at Jim, “and all will be well, I assure you.”
  


  
    “You need to rest,” said Jim to the brothers and Ty. “You’ve fought valiantly, and all here know that. But you’re not made of steel. It’s a long journey to Rillanon. Get some rest and we’ll leave at dawn.”
  


  
    Hal looked at Jim, Franciezka, Bas-Tyra, then at Ty and his brothers. He then looked back down to the field of fallen men and said, “Sleep can wait. There are honourable dead to be tended,” and he turned and walked down the hill to help carry the fallen to their burial pyres. His brothers and Ty were only a step behind him.
  


  
    Charles came to stand next to Jim and said, “Edward was right. They are a different breed.”
  


  
    Jim said, “I think we also have some work to share,” and he followed the three brothers down to the field of battle.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Eight •


  


  Destruction


  
    

  


  
    The sky was filled with dragons.
  


  
    Smoke billowed across mountaintops as an inferno spread throughout the Peaks of the Quor. Ashen-Shugar looked down as wave after wave of the dragon host flew low and bathed the creatures called Sven-ga’ri in dragon flame. Without remorse, he bade them do what would have been impossible for any other mortals: destroy entities whose very voices sang to the heart and mind.
  


  
    The Valheru were merciless and Ashen-Shugar had endured where his brethren had fallen, for he cared nothing about the fate of others, only himself. He felt no pity or sense of loss at destroying the last of his kindred. The final destruction of Draken-Korin had brought him only a muted sense of triumph, for now he was undoubted ruler of the world.
  


  
    Besides, the universe held secrets unrevealed and the day might come when he could find means to bring more of his own kind into being, should he feel the need. At this moment he was unconcerned with such considerations, but rather with the destruction of the wedge into this universe driven ages before by the Dread. For now his only interest was in ridding this planet of invaders, to subjugate all life on this world, and crush any who opposed his will. He ordered the dragon Rylan to circle so that he might better see the destruction he had willed.
  


  
    The beings known as Quor were helpless against the overwhelming power of even a single dragon, let alone an army of them. The Elves of the Sun either resisted and died instantly or fled down the mountain, knowing their ages-long charge to protect the Quor as they protected the Sven-ga’ri was at an end.
  


  
    Fools, thought Ashen-Shugar. We were fools to fear that which we did not understand. Those feelings of love, compassion and mercy, those alien emotions he had learned about by sharing his mind with the human Tomas, were nothing to fear: such useless attachments to others were distracting, and by necessity must be destroyed.
  


  
    Grudgingly, he conceded that the enemy, the Dread, had been clever to plant tethers into this realm, and to protect them by making them beautiful, engendering feelings of love and joy in those who became aware of them: even the Valheru admired that genius as he watched it turn to ash below him.
  


  
    Then came the silence, and he realized the last of the Sven-ga’ri was gone.
  


  
    

  


  
    A howl erupted from deep within the ruby dome, a sound of such anger and despair that it caused every living being to pause and look toward E’bar. The shell flickered as if energy shifts were running like courses of waves through a lake, ripples getting larger with every passing moment.
  


  
    “What is that?” asked Liallan.
  


  
    Sharing a meal in the quickly erected pavilion with her was as odd a collection of beings as Liallan had ever imagined entertaining: a prince of Elvandar, a human woman knight of a religious order, three taredhel magic-users, and others who had been coming and going all day.
  


  
    A messenger hurried in and knelt before her.
  


  
    “Speak,” she instructed.
  


  
    “Cetswaya says there’s been an upheaval inside the dome. Powerful magic has been unleashed and we should be ready.”
  


  
    “Order the warriors to take up position.”
  


  
    Liallan stood up and left the pavilion, followed by her guests. Calis said, “I should find Arkan.”
  


  
    Liallan looked at the son of her most hated enemy and said, “He will be with his clan, somewhere over there.” She pointed to the large outcrop of rock the magicians had been using as a reference point to bring in supplies and other magic-users. “Why?”
  


  
    Calis shrugged. “You get used to having certain people around.” Then his smile broadened. “And he is a little quick to focus on his left, and neglect threats from his right. That could get him into trouble.”
  


  
    The Prince of Elvandar hurried off and the human woman warrior, Sandreena, came to take his place, pausing to pull on her gauntlets. “I’ve been around those two enough to know they’d die to protect one another; I’ll never understand the blood feud between your people.”
  


  
    Without taking her eyes off Calis’s retreating back, Liallan said, “You’re correct, human. You will never understand.”
  


  
    Sandreena hurried along. The magic-users followed, leaving Liallan alone with her servants. At last she turned and quietly said, “Bring me my armour.” She looked at the sky above. Storm clouds were gathering, seemingly drawn to the strife down below as the ruby dome began to flicker and tremble. Softly, the leader of the Snow Leopards said, “Few will be around to finish what we start here, now.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug felt the upheaval, as did the other magicians. He, along with Miranda, Nakor, and Magnus had been stunned for a few minutes before regaining their senses. Pug stood and studied the situation. He saw Cetswaya instructing various magic-users while moredhel warriors were deploying to answer any threat. He motioned to Magnus, Miranda, and Nakor to come close. To Nakor he said, “Can you go fetch Ruffio, please?”
  


  
    Nakor returned in a minute with Ruffio and Pug said, “I imagine everyone here felt that … whatever it was?”
  


  
    Miranda said, “It felt as if something … tore loose?”
  


  
    “I get the sense something is thrashing around inside the dome, Father.” Magnus looked in the direction of the dome. “It’s changing.”
  


  
    Pug looked at the magicians controlling the dome and saw that they were starting to exhibit signs of distress. “Magnus, see if you can tell what’s going on. Look at the elven magic-users. They appear to be—”
  


  
    A sudden ripping sound was accompanied by screaming as a rent in the dome materialized. A flood of dark figures erupted through the tear and battle was joined.
  


  
    The horrors that came flooding out of the breach were smoky shapes with glowing red eyes, massive shoulders tapering to trailing tails upon which they effortlessly glided along. They lashed out with claws and lunged to bite with fangs, but no wounds appeared where they struck. Rather, those unfortunates whom they wounded suffered shrivelled flesh and felt a numbness spreading from the wound. A slash to the throat or a deep wound in the chest, and the afflicted would die without breath, their heart stilled. A blow to the head and vacant eyes would herald brain-death. Steel hurt, but didn’t kill them. But it drove them back, as stalwart Sentinels and moredhel warriors furiously attacked. Magic destroyed the monsters — a magician’s fiery blast, a cleric’s spell of destruction, or a Spellweaver’s enchantment. Slowly, the onslaught of smoky horrors was pushed back to the dome.
  


  
    Pug, Magnus, Miranda, and Nakor walked slowly toward the dome, destroying every smoky apparition that stood before them. Pug found a moment to look past the attacking Dread and examined the dome. It was wavering, despite the containment spell. He could sense that the thing that lay at the heart of the dome, at the rift in the centre, was attempting to push itself up and out of the pit, to gain full entrance into this world. There was a sense of desperation that hadn’t existed before the surge of energy they had all felt moments before.
  


  
    Pug moved to a knot of magicians and Spellweavers who were being defended by a dozen moredhel warriors. With a wave of his hand, he sent a curtain of scintillating, white-hot energy that swept away a large group of Dread who were poised to overwhelm them.
  


  
    One of the moredhel glanced over at Pug and for the briefest moment Pug thought he saw gratitude on his face, then the warrior returned his attention to the next wave of attackers. Pug put his hand on the shoulder of the nearest magician and closed his eyes, lending his senses and magic to the spell engaging the dome.
  


  
    We have an opportunity, Pug sent mentally to his son, Ruffio, Miranda, and Nakor.
  


  
    What? came the reply from all four.
  


  
    The creature at the heart of the pit is frantic. I think that wrenching feeling we experienced is related to this. It is trying to get out prematurely.
  


  
    Nakor’s voice entered their minds. When I lay dying on the Dasati world, I saw the Dreadlord rising through the dimensional rift, and it took time. The life energy it was using was enormous, yet it was moving slowly. If you are right, Pug, the Dread in the pit will need more energy. Be cautious.
  


  
    What are you thinking? asked Miranda.
  


  
    Pug said, Ruffio, send word to the waiting magicians and priests worldwide that it’s time to start linking up the magic chain. It will take an hour or two, but once it’s in place, I think the Dread in the pit will be vulnerable.
  


  
    Ruffio replied, I will.
  


  
    You dropped a portion of Kelewan’s moon down the last rift, Pug, said Nakor. What are you planning this time?
  


  
    We won’t be able to fully re-establish this dome for an hour or two. When we do get control back, I want to invert the spell, twist it inside-out, and push back with everything we can muster and drive the Dread back into that pit, then fix the inverted spell in place as a “stopper,” and collapse these mountains in on it.
  


  
    Nakor said, What about the dwarves to the south?
  


  
    Ruffio, can you send word to King Dolgan and his people that they should move to the south end of their valley?
  


  
    I will, said the younger magician and then they felt a void as if he had vanished.
  


  
    Nakor’s voice returned to Pug’s mind. I’m not sharing this with the others. Can you control this?
  


  
    I must, replied Pug. There is no other choice. If the Dread flood into this realm, we and every other living thing on this world will die. And from here it will move out to other worlds.
  


  
    I saw the void in the Fifth Circle, Pug. It moves slowly. Perhaps we could come up with a different solution?
  


  
    Miranda said it moved “slowly, but inexorably” when she described it, observed Pug. We must keep it from entering entirely. He paused, then added, Everything we’ve encountered from the first attempt to reach the Lifestone to the incursion of demons and Dasati, all of it was to clear the way for the Dread to enter this realm. Here is where they need to be if they are to reunite with what Macros called “Mind,” and return everything to that perfect state of timeless bliss.
  


  
    Timeless bliss, said Nakor with a mental chuckle. That doesn’t sound so bad.
  


  
    Except for everything we’ve ever known ceasing to exist. If time is returned to that state, nothing that has ever occurred will have happened. All we know will never have existed. Inverting the rift is our only hope.
  


  
    No one knows more about rifts than you, Pug, said Nakor, but this is unprecedented.
  


  
    The threat is unprecedented, replied Pug and Nakor had no answer to that.
  


  
    They worked to push back the Dread emerging from the dome, and when it was at last closed off once more, Pug dived mentally into the lattices of energy. He described what he saw to the others while they attended to the needs of the failing magicians. Several had been rendered unconscious or otherwise incapacitated by the fury of the breach, and magicians who had not fully recovered were being asked to return to hold the barrier.
  


  
    Pug worked for nearly an hour before he was forced to take a rest and withdraw his mind from the energy matrix formed between the intersection of the elven magic and the dome energy. He took stock of the situation around him and saw that at least a dozen moredhel dead had been gathered together and a funeral pyre was being built. He walked over and took a moment to bow his head in acknowledgment of their sacrifice, then trudged up the hill to where Magnus stood watching over the dome.
  


  
    “Father,” said the tall magician in greeting.
  


  
    “How are you holding up?”
  


  
    “Better than you, from appearances. You need to rest.”
  


  
    “No time,” said Pug. “We have the dome contained for a while, but I don’t know if everything we need will be in place in time. It feels as if it will break again soon, and next time I don’t think we have the resources to close it down. When it breaks, that is when we must be ready to turn the spell in on itself, even if we’re not entirely ready. We have to attempt to seal the rift and drive the Dread back to the void.”
  


  
    “I know more about rifts than anyone except you,” said Magnus. “I have grave concerns whether this will work.”
  


  
    “As do I, but if the dome tears again, we will have no choice but to act at once. Which is why I need you to do certain things to improve our chances.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Magnus, stepping off the rock upon which he had been observing the dome.
  


  
    “There are two stages to this undertaking,” said Pug quietly. “We can all work on the preparation — you, me, Miranda, Ruffio, Nakor, the Spellweavers and shamans. When we are ready, however, there are only two of us who can do what comes next.”
  


  
    “I don’t like the sound of this, Father.”
  


  
    “Nor do I,” admitted Pug. “But there’s no choice in the matter. I need you to act as the conduit for all the magic energy that is going to be routed to us through the chain of magicians and priests worldwide. You are the only magician who has the strength and ability to not be overwhelmed and consumed by it, Magnus. Even Ruffio, who is a prodigious talent, is years away from being able to manipulate those energies. I’m not sure even I could sustain it for very long. And in any event, I need to be in the rift, ensuring that the power you send me does as it is supposed to do.”
  


  
    “In the rift?” asked Magnus, his face a mask of disbelief. “You’re going to pull everything in on top of yourself?”
  


  
    “I have to be close to the rift to gauge how best to apply the inversion spell, then I have to force the Dread back down into the pit.”
  


  
    “Why not simply ask the sun to reverse itself?” said Magnus bitterly. “How long do you expect you’ll survive even trying to reach the rift?”
  


  
    “I have the means to protect myself from the entities that have been flooding out of the dome,” said Pug. “Long enough to reach the centre of the city and then after that…”
  


  
    “Do you believe you can survive this, Father?”
  


  
    Pug was silent for a moment. “Honestly no, but then I’ve felt that way before.” He looked at Magnus. “When we went to the Dasati home world I wasn’t certain either of us would survive.” He sighed. “And Nakor didn’t, despite our thinking he somehow did.”
  


  
    “I know,” said Magnus. “The longer we’re around those two demons, the harder it is to remember they are not who they seem to be. But we’ve always considered risk.”
  


  
    “There is no risk,” said Pug, suddenly impatient. “It’s a certainty we’ll all die if the Dread break through to this realm in strength. It will consume everything it touches, growing stronger by the minute while we weaken. We could flee to the Hall and find another world, and eventually we would succumb to old age, or some other mishap, but that thing in the pit would be swallowing worlds ages after we were gone — everything in this realm would be gone!” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “And this is different,” he said. “From what Macros showed us, this would be a tipping of a balance so profound that everything we imagine as real would return to the primal state. Nakor and I just discussed this a few minutes ago.
  


  
    “It doesn’t matter if it takes a day or a year or thousands of years, but eventually we’d all be inside that perfect, blissful ball of … whatever it is, or was, before creation. And none of this,” he waved his hand, “will have happened. Time will be as it was before. This … thing will not only obliterate everything that is, it will engulf everything that ever was.”
  


  
    Magnus was silent for a long moment. Then he said, “Was there ever so bleak a possible outcome?” He looked at his father and smiled. “May I offer a suggestion?”
  


  
    “Certainly.”
  


  
    “As a boy you told me more than once about your first experience within the void, shutting down the Tsurani rift, and how you returned with Kulgan’s staff as a guide. How it tethered you to him. I would like to be a tether, if I may.”
  


  
    “I’m listening,” said Pug.
  


  
    “You know me as well as anyone can. If you can just reach out to me at the last moment, if possible, I will do everything in my power to pull you back to safety.”
  


  
    Pug smiled and said, “I will attempt to do that.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Magnus softly, and both knew nothing more need be said on the matter, because both knew the chances of that succeeding were virtually non-existent.
  


  
    Pug said, “Until that moment, you are the only one I can trust to shepherd the others, to take that energy I need and feed it to me. So, first and foremost, no matter what else happens, you must do that. Once I no longer need it, you must flee, for either I’ve failed and the Dread is among us, or that rift will be imploding and most of what we’re standing on will be sucked into a vortex of unimaginable power. Understood?”
  


  
    “Understood.” Magnus looked around. “What about the rest of them?”
  


  
    Pug shook his head in regret. “Some things you can’t think about, or bear the pain of doing so.”
  


  
    “Miranda?”
  


  
    “She can get many free of here.” He paused and thought for a moment, then said, “Thank you, son. You’ve given me an idea.”
  


  
    Pug hurried to find Miranda. “I’ve been speaking to Magnus and we’ve worked out a plan to shut down the rift without needing you to be part of it, so I have favours to ask.”
  


  
    “What?” said Miranda and her suspicious look told Pug he’d have a difficult time convincing her that what they were planning had a modicum of hope.
  


  
    Pug said, “When I go inside the dome—”
  


  
    “What?” interrupted Miranda. “Inside? When did that become part of your plan?”
  


  
    “I have to get to the rift to ensure what I plan to do will work.”
  


  
    “And how is it supposed to work if that thing inside obliterates you before you get an opportunity to examine the rift?” she said, her voice rising until she was shouting.
  


  
    Pug was silent for a moment, letting his mind wrestle with a flood of emotions. He was old enough and experienced enough that he could separate his feelings from his decision-making. He had lost so many friends over the years, his first three children, and his two wives, but in this one moment, despite knowing that this wasn’t really Miranda, he felt an almost overwhelming fear that he would never see that face again. He willed himself to push aside feelings and to concentrate on the task at hand.
  


  
    “I know in many ways this is as difficult for you as it is for me,” he began.
  


  
    She grabbed him and kissed him passionately for a long moment, then whispered, “You have no idea.” A tear ran down her cheek. “I can barely remember anything of my life as a demon. Every minute I spend in this form those memories … my memories! They are mine!” She leaned forward and put her cheek against his. “I know this has hurt you and Magnus in ways I can only imagine, but here,” she struck her own chest with her fist, “I live and breathe as Miranda. I am your wife, Pug, and I am Magnus’s mother.” She looked up at the sky as if trying to compose herself. “I remember a day and more of labour, and all that pain vanishing the moment he was born.” She closed her eyes. “I miss Caleb every day.” Then she stepped back a half step and struck him on the chest with a half-hearted blow. “And now you’re telling me to … pretend we don’t both know you’re going into that dome and you’re never coming back.” She took a deep breath and whispered, “I’m sorry. I’ll do what you ask, of course. Just don’t ask me not to care.”
  


  
    With a tear in his eye, he whispered, “I have not understood until now … just how painful this must be for you. I’m sorry.” He kissed her. “I know you are not Miranda, but I want to tell you what I never got to say to her. When she … you died, part of me died with you. I have never for a moment in my life thought that love was limited, that there was a finite space in one’s heart for people. I love Tomas like a brother, and still miss Prince Arutha and Martin Longbow, and Father Tully and Kulgan. I wish I could see Hochopepa and Shimone one last time, and watch Fantus frighten the serving staff in Krondor. I miss Carline and Laurie, and I miss Katala as much as I miss you. So different, the two of you, yet both of you made me better and kept me … from spending too much time inside myself. The things we’ve had to do, the places we’ve gone, the pain and loss we’ve endured…” Now tears ran down his cheeks. “I miss Caleb, and Marie.” Pug started to sob. “I miss the boys, Zane, and Tad, and Jommy, and their families. But I want them safely gone from here. I may not survive this. But I want you safe, too. When I tell you, promise me you’ll leave and take as many of these as you can with you.”
  


  
    “Pug—” she whispered.
  


  
    “Promise me!” he demanded, his voice thick with emotion. He knew he was cursed to watch everyone he loved die before him: it was why he had distanced himself from those he met after his encounter with Lims-Kragma after his battle with Jakan the demon. Of those he counted loved ones, he had only Tomas and Magnus left alive. With his foster-grandchildren he had kept his distance, and with close associates like Ruffio he had not let personal bonds grow, as he refused to watch them die. But Miranda had already died, and unless the gods were cruel beyond understanding, what was left of her, her memories, her soul, and her heart, would live on within this body. “Promise,” he repeated.
  


  
    “I promise,” she said, tears running down her face. “I have lived a short life, by mortal standards, yet I have centuries of memory. But most of all, I have known love beyond my ability to imagine in the realm of my birth.”
  


  
    “Just stay alive,” he whispered.
  


  
    She stepped back, wiping her eyes. “I will,” she replied.
  


  
    Pug looked around and said, “The time of reckoning is near.” He pointed to where a fatigued Liallan stood, perspiration dripping from her face, as she waited against another assault from the dome. “She must be saved.”
  


  
    “Why, of all of them?”
  


  
    “She is the future of the dark elves,” said Pug. “I know something of what occurs up there, and there is a dark elf named Narab … he must not take the crown of the moredhel. She can make them so much more than what they are now. Besides, we are in their debt.” He indicated the pyre that was being lit. “They’re here, giving their lives not just for themselves, but for even their most hated enemies on this world. We have a debt.”
  


  
    “I’ll do what I can,” she said.
  


  
    Disentangling himself from her embrace, he looked to see if anyone was watching. It was amusing that with a cataclysmic event perhaps hours away, he was still concerned over their privacy. “We have very little time,” he said. “Get ready.”
  


  
    She nodded. “What of our son?”
  


  
    “I have told him what I need of him.” He refused to share with her in this moment, in this form, what he had not shared with her when she was human: that Magnus was preordained to die before him.
  


  
    “What happens next?” asked Miranda.
  


  
    “We wait and when the next upheaval occurs, I will use all my powers to get to the pit and examine the rift and begin the transformation. Magnus will act as a conduit for all the magic we are gathering, and if all goes according to plan I’ll be able to trap whatever is emerging through the rift in it, suspend it between the void and here, then drop this entire mountain on top of it.”
  


  
    “The last time you did something like that, an entire world was destroyed, Pug,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Pain flickered across his face as he thought of the millions who had died to prevent the last incursion of the Dread into this space and time. “I know,” he said softly. “I had less preparation and less understanding of the transit from that realm to this. I basically had no other idea how to close down that rift and destroy the link. But here we have an advantage. That red thing is its making, the Dread’s, and by luck or genius the original elf who tried to stem it created a perfect tool to manipulate it. I will use the spell to turn it back on itself, driving the Dread back into the void, and the vortex it creates should pull most of this valley and some of the surrounding mountains after it, sealing the passage.”
  


  
    “There’s a lot of conjecture there. If your calculations are off…” She left the end of her thought unfinished, for they both knew the possible consequences.
  


  
    “I’ve been doing little but study this since I arrived,” he said. “I know the risk, but we have no other choice. If I did have another course of action, I’d take it.”
  


  
    “How soon?”
  


  
    “Soon. If there’s not another major shift within the dome, or another breach in it, I’ll order the dome opened from this side, and we’ll try to achieve what we need.”
  


  
    “If you can do that, why wait?”
  


  
    “It will take a great deal of energy to force the upheaval from this side. If we wait, we can let the Dread do half our work for us. But from what I’m seeing in that matrix, I suggest sooner rather than later.” He looked up the hillside to where Nakor, Magnus, and Ruffio were in deep conversation with a pair of priests. “I need to speak with some others, so if we don’t get the opportunity to speak again…”
  


  
    “I know.” She took his hand and squeezed it, then let it go.
  


  
    Pug moved to where the three magicians were and nodded greeting. He was in time to hear Ruffio say, “All you need to ensure is that those back at your temples are ready. I judge we’ll be ready soon.” He glanced at Pug.
  


  
    Pug said, “Very soon. In fact I was coming to ask you to start spreading the word.” He glanced again at the dome and said, “Within hours.”
  


  
    The two priests bowed and moved off. Pug turned to Ruffio and Nakor and said, “I have something to ask of you both.”
  


  
    Ruffio said, “Anything.”
  


  
    “Magnus and I will be responsible for the assault on the rift. You, despite being magicians of prodigious power, will add little here by linking into the web of magic we will be using. Magnus will funnel the energy to me which will allow me to form a protective barrier around myself and reach the pit and rift. I need you two to keep as many people alive as you can once the dome is reopened.”
  


  
    “And once it is closed again?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    “I need you to take as many of the moredhel, the Sentinels, and any magician or priest too injured or weak to be part of the web, and get them as far from here as you can.”
  


  
    Nakor held up a small Tsurani orb. “I can do that.”
  


  
    “Where did you get that?” asked Pug. “I thought we’d allocated all of them.”
  


  
    “I’ve had it for years,” said Nakor. “In my bag. I’m always travelling with someone else so I’ve never had to use it.”
  


  
    “Good,” said Pug. “Where’s it calibrated to?”
  


  
    “This one goes to Krondor, Rillanon, Stardock, the Isle, and somewhere else…” He toggled it and vanished. A moment later he returned. “Ah, to LaMut! That inn with the doorway into the Hall.”
  


  
    “How did you get back here?” asked Pug, pointing to the sphere.
  


  
    “It’s a trick,” said Nakor with a grin.
  


  
    “Then do you have a trick that can extend the field of that device to encompass more than just those holding on to you?”
  


  
    Nakor’s grin vanished. “I can do that. How many?”
  


  
    “As many as you can manage,” said Pug. “Take the moredhel and taredhel to LaMut, along with the eledhel. From there they can make their way to the Northlands or Elvandar as they please. The wounded can be cared for there as well.” He dropped his voice. “Make sure that the two elven princes are among the first. Calin has been trying to help, but he’s just another warrior and we have more than we need: I’d trade a dozen warriors for another magic-user. And Calis…” He lowered his voice. “I’ll not chance his mother losing a husband and son on the same day.”
  


  
    Nakor said, “I understand, Pug.”
  


  
    To Ruffio he said, “Take as many as you can, as well. Once you’ve reached LaMut, I want you to return to the Villa.”
  


  
    “Very well,” said Ruffio. “What then?”
  


  
    “You wait, and if we survive all this, you will have the burden of rebuilding the Conclave and the Academy. Amirantha is there and he will do what he can to help you.”
  


  
    “But—” began the younger magician, but Pug held up his hand.
  


  
    “Most of those here will probably not survive,” said Pug. “If the damage to the dome is less than I anticipate, perhaps some will. No one here is ignorant of the risk. I’ve spoken to the leaders, and asked them to give permission to depart to those who wanted to leave.”
  


  
    “How many left?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “Three,” said Pug. “A very old cleric of Sung who says his heart is weak and he can’t be of help, but he can tend to the injured should we need to recall him. And two young magicians from the Academy who just admitted to being too frightened to risk not fleeing at the last moment, disrupting the web.”
  


  
    “They may be the intelligent ones,” said Nakor with a grin.
  


  
    “Anyway, I think we’re ready,” said Pug.
  


  
    “What’s this?” asked Ruffio, looking past Pug.
  


  
    Pug turned and saw Calis and Arkan walking their way.
  


  
    Calis said, “Pug, Arkan has a question.”
  


  
    “Yes?” said Pug.
  


  
    The moredhel chieftain paused for a moment, then said, “In a dream I was seen defending a human magician, clad in black.” He pointed to Pug, then to Magnus. “I am unsure where I am destined to fight.”
  


  
    Pug didn’t hesitate. He pointed to the large outcrop. “There. My son will be standing there and his concentration cannot be broken once he starts working his arts. If you will defend him, I will be in your debt.”
  


  
    “There is no debt,” said the chieftain of the Ardanien. “It has been foretold and is ordained.”
  


  
    He turned and walked towards Liallan’s pavilion.
  


  
    Pug looked at Calis watching the moredhel’s retreating back. “He’s an interesting fellow.”
  


  
    Calin was coming from where he saw to the wounded and passed Arkan without a nod. When he reached Pug and the others, he said, “We are doing as well as we could hope. Some of the wounded will be crippled, but they will live.” He saw his brother and Nakor watching Arkan and gave his brother a questioning look.
  


  
    Calis nodded. “I’ve killed a fair number of his kin over the years.” He looked down a moment, his expression one of regret. “Never enjoyed it, really.”
  


  
    Calin nodded and said nothing: there was nothing to say.
  


  
    Calis glanced at Nakor. “He remembers a time when we soldiered for the king,” he said.
  


  
    “Indeed, I do,” said Nakor. “With Bobby de Longville and your band of desperate men.” Then he said, “Sorry, I forget about naming the dead.”
  


  
    Calin shrugged. “I will leave you to reminisce, brother.” He moved back uphill toward the clearing where the wounded were being tended and those resting could get a meal.
  


  
    Then the younger Prince of Elvandar looked around as if drinking in every detail. “I’ve left some good men behind, Pug. Eric von Darkmoor — what a man he turned into. From the gallows to the palace. And men whose names maybe only Nakor and I remember, like Billy Goodwin and Jerome Handy.”
  


  
    Nakor nodded reflectively. “Remember Biggo?”
  


  
    “He was someone you wanted on your side in a brawl,” said Calis with a smile, “but at heart he was a gentle fellow. And Luis de Savona, and that little fellow, Rupert.”
  


  
    “Avery,” said Nakor. “He got very rich, I hear. Twice. And Sho Pi, who finally became a grand master in an order of monks who served Sung the Pure.”
  


  
    Calis said, “I’ve led good men and been honoured to serve with better men.” He glanced back at Arkan, then at Pug. “You couldn’t ask for a better warrior to defend Magnus. He may have been taught to hate humans his entire life, but he will die defending your son.”
  


  
    “High praise,” said Pug.
  


  
    Calis merely said, “What do you need of me?”
  


  
    “Stay close to Miranda, and when it is time to leave, don’t argue, just go. Your mother will need you and your brother.”
  


  
    Something in the way Pug said that struck Calis, but he said nothing. He just nodded and went to where Miranda waited.
  


  
    “Nakor,” said Pug. “Once this is done, if you choose to stay, find Ruffio at the Villa, please?”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Nakor, knowing what Pug meant by “stay,” for the demon part of him, Belog, understood that what they were attempting to do here would echo on the Fifth Circle, and that if Pug was successful, perhaps the void would be halted there as well.
  


  
    Pug waited. A drop of rain struck his cheek and he saw that the storm forming above was getting darker. He sighed and began reviewing one more time what he planned to do.
  


  



  • Chapter Twenty-Nine •


  


  Obliteration


  
    

  


  
    The sentry shouted a warning.
  


  
    “Dragons!” came the cry from one of the moredhel guards and Pug looked skyward. The dark sky and falling rain had shrouded them until the dragons dropped out of the cloud cover. Soon it was obvious that a massive flight of dragons was heading toward them.
  


  
    Pug glanced first to Magnus, then to Miranda, Nakor, and Ruffio, and shouted, “Be wary! I have no idea what this portends.”
  


  
    The arrival of the dragons caused several magicians to lose concentration and suddenly the dome’s surface began to waver. As the dome began to weaken, dragons descended to confront the Dread who escaped from the tears in its fabric. Magicians and priests fled as the massive dragons threatened to trample them.
  


  
    Pug looked around frantically, trying to make sense of the chaotic spectacle before him, but was at a loss to understand what was happening until he saw an enormous golden dragon circling in to land nearby. On her back he could make out a figure in white and gold. “Tomas!” he shouted.
  


  
    Calis hurried to Pug’s side and they watched as the dragon bowed her neck and the warrior on her back effortlessly dismounted. Calis watched him take two strides and said, “That is not my father!”
  


  
    Pug readied himself for another conflict, for if it was as Calis said, and this white-and-gold-clad warrior was no longer his father, that could only mean it was once again the Valheru, Ashen-Shugar.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar looked from face to face and when his eyes came to rest on Calis, he slowed and an expression of curiosity replaced that of simmering rage. “What…?” He stared at Calis. “You are of the race, but you are not. Who are you?”
  


  
    “I am your son,” said Calis evenly.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar’s eyes closed for a moment, and he swayed.
  


  
    

  


  
    Deep within a dark sea, a consciousness swam upward, seeking light, and when it broke the surface, it sprang upward, as if taking wing, and landed on a single rock above the black water. Within the mind of this combined being, Tomas again asserted himself and seized control.
  


  
    

  


  
    The white-and-gold-clad warrior’s eyes opened and focused, and a distant, hoarse voice whispered, “Pug, Calis, I have little time.”
  


  
    “Tomas?”
  


  
    “Father?”
  


  
    “I was hidden, deep within Ashen-Shugar, and I will soon be gone.”
  


  
    “What?” asked Calis, while Pug merely nodded understanding.
  


  
    “I have no time to explain, but the dragons … Pug, the dragons are the power behind all this.” He waved his hand, encompassing the battle unfolding between the dragons and the Dread. “Only they are linked to this world more profoundly than elvenkind. Only they possess a magic older than man’s.”
  


  
    Pug whispered, “Only they navigate the void!”
  


  
    Tomas said, “Only they can bend time.”
  


  
    “It’s always been the dragons,” said Pug.
  


  
    Tomas said, “They serve a power more profound and ancient than we ever imagined. Whatever ultimate force opposes the Dread in this universe, the dragons are its servants.” He looked at the stormy skies above and felt the splatter of rain on his face. “Even this,” he said, “this last moment in my life, is a thing of beauty.”
  


  
    “Father?”
  


  
    Calis saw his father look at him, gaze into his eyes, then turn back to Pug. “We must go. I do not know why, but I have been … Ashen-Shugar has been called to confront the Dread.”
  


  
    Blood drained from Pug’s face, and he said, “I know why.” He glanced around to see who could hear and saw that Miranda, Nakor, Ruffio, and Magnus were all within earshot of the conversation. “It is the nature of the Dread that time does not exist as we think of it. For only a moment, as we see it, the Dread’s entire attention must be turned to one thing, and that will echo across time and keep it from continuing to probe into our universe.”
  


  
    “But if it has happened…” began Miranda.
  


  
    Pug held up his hand. “No time.” He looked at Tomas. A brother since Pug could remember, the first person to take up his cause and be his champion, his protector when they were boys, Tomas nodded silently, showing that he understood what was coming. Tears welled up in Pug’s eyes and he said, “Will you … will you be forced to endure this?”
  


  
    Tears filled Tomas’s eyes too. “Thankfully, no. I shall soon be dead in every sense of the term. Whatever the gods have in store for me will be what it will be, but I will be spared that horror.”
  


  
    Pug felt the tears streak down his cheeks. “For that I am grateful, my oldest friend.”
  


  
    Tomas closed his eyes and his face contorted a moment, then he whispered, “It is time.”
  


  
    “Now?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “Now!” said Tomas and he looked at Calis. “Your mother knows how I feel. As do you. Always remember.”
  


  
    Pug threw a glance at Miranda, who took a step in his direction. He held up his hand and she faltered, then halted. They locked gazes for a lingering moment, then he and Tomas both moved toward the battle outside the rim of the dome.
  


  
    Pug sent a signal to Magnus who in turn began the process of linking the magicians and priests worldwide who would lend their power to shutting down the rift. Tomas drew his sword and cast aside his shield: any part of the Dread he approached would vanish in a single bright white flame and a small puff of smoke as soon as his sword touched them. Pug erected a protective shell around himself and each Dread who touched it also exploded in a white flash.
  


  
    Tomas’s thoughts came to Pug. At some point I will lose control, and Ashen-Shugar must be confronting the Dread, or he will turn on you.
  


  
    Pug spoke aloud, “I understand.” He looked at Magnus and there passed between them an unspoken goodbye.
  


  
    Then Pug and Tomas entered the dome.
  


  
    

  


  
    The Dread spectres tried to swarm them and Pug’s protective bubble of energy exploded each smoky figure upon contact. “How this Dread can be one entity, yet manifest as many separate parts is beyond my understanding,” said Pug.
  


  
    Tomas nodded. “There are things we will never know, Pug. Who the dragons serve, and how they came to be the focus of all this, is my question. We must accept that some mysteries are beyond understanding.”
  


  
    “Time is short,” said Pug. They moved toward the centre of the city, where they could see the red beam rising to fan out above to form the dome.
  


  
    “Then hurry,” said Tomas, and Pug could tell he was in a great deal of distress.
  


  
    Pug jogged along beside him and could feel each contact with a Dread shape as if he were hitting something physically. The drain on his energy was trivial compared to what was beginning to come his way via Magnus. Still, managing the energy was more difficult than he had anticipated, and he tried to will himself to a calmer state of mind. He understood what was at stake, but giving in to panic or becoming unfocused was the fastest way to lose the day.
  


  
    As they neared the centre of the city, they came to the edge of the pit, a massive crater in the heart of the once-magnificent home of the taredhel. Smoky black creatures of all sizes and a variety of shapes clambered up over the lip, and as soon as they came into sight of Pug and Tomas, they attacked.
  


  
    Despite the two being perhaps the mightiest beings on this world at this moment, it was like swimming up a waterfall, so fast were the Dread rising up. Tomas was restricted by the simple limits of his physical reach, and his ability to strike in only one direction at a time with his sword. Pug was fatigued by the need to keep his protective spell intact. He avoided physical damage, but the press of bodies was threatening to swarm him at the edge of the pit.
  


  
    “We need to be down there!” he shouted to Tomas.
  


  
    “I have no doubt you’re right,” the white-and-gold-clad warrior shouted back over the clamour. “I can barely maintain control. I need your help.”
  


  
    Pug siphoned some magic from the stream Magnus was sending and lifted himself and Tomas above the tallest Dread climbing out of the pit. Some leaped to reach them, but fell short, and a few tumbled back into the pit. The few that had wings flew up against the protective sphere and vanished in a shower of sparks, but didn’t provide enough resistance to slow Pug down.
  


  
    They moved up and saw the pit was enormous, at least two hundred yards across. “What’s that?” asked Tomas, indicating what appeared to be a dark shape rising from the centre of the pit.
  


  
    “I think that’s the heart of the Dread, seeking a way out,” replied his friend. “Hold on a moment longer.”
  


  
    Pug swooped down, and as they descended he watched dark-grey vapour or smoke twisting and turning as it sped upward. “That is the void itself,” said Pug. “The actual stuff of the void leaking into our universe.”
  


  
    “Hurry,” said Tomas. “I can’t control him much longer.”
  


  
    As they started a slow descent into the pit, Pug asked, “How did you come to let him regain control?”
  


  
    Tomas laughed, and Pug heard the boy he had loved as a brother and a man resigned to his fate mixed in that laugh. “I simply let go, Pug. Ashen-Shugar and I struggled during the early years of the war with the Tsurani, as I learned how to wield his powers, and I finally achieved dominance. He was made dormant all those years ago, and I found a perfect balance in my life with the magic the dragons gave me, made strong by the shielding enchantment of Elvandar. It was one of the reasons I so rarely left. But once I awoke him, returned him to control, I had to hide within his mind.” There was an emotion that followed that statement that made Pug realize Tomas had endured something unspeakable while relinquishing control to the dragon lord. “I had to ‘die’ so that he could achieve the ferocity we need to defeat what is below us. While I controlled this body, I could only hold my own with Draken-Korin, but once I unleashed Ashen-Shugar, the fight was quickly over.”
  


  
    “Draken-Korin?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “I can’t explain,” said Tomas. “Just be ready, for what I’m about to do may bring as much danger as what we see below. But know this, Pug: you were like a brother to me.”
  


  
    “And you to me, Tomas.”
  


  
    “In a moment, I will be gone. Goodbye, Pug.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Within the mind of the warrior in white, Tomas felt as if he was losing his control over the surging tide below his feet. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, and black water suddenly rose up over the rock upon which he stood. It rose rapidly to his knees, then his waist, then his chest, and then he was under water. Rather than struggle, he relaxed and let himself succumb to the downward tug of eternity, into a darkness so profound he could barely imagine light any more. As he sank into nothingness, he thanked whatever gods could hear him for the life he had lived. The entity that was Ashen-Shugar slowly came back into focus, reclaiming his dominion within the mind of the being that had shared his consciousnesses for more than a century.
  


  
    I am Ashen-Shugar! Tomas heard echoing as if from a vast distance away.
  


  
    As he felt his life finally slipping away, he said softly, I am Tomas.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug felt his friend drift away. Goodbye, Tomas.
  


  
    He focused his attention downward and the pit of his stomach turned to ice. He stared down at a thing to frighten a god.
  


  
    Below them, looking up, was an immense figure of black hate and smoky despair. Roughly man-shaped, it had no clearly determinable features. Rather than skin or hide, its shape was defined in a constantly rippling, writhing, flowing smoke-like surface, tendrils of which rose up and spun off in different directions. Where the head and face should have been was a contorted shape, sometimes oblong, moments later spherical. The only constants were two, large, glowing orbs of red where eyes should have been. A coronet of sparks like lightning and flames surrounded its head like a crown. It was massive: more than ten times the size of the creature Pug had seen battle the dragon Ryath under the city of Sethanon. If that manifestation had been a Dreadlord, this must be the Dreadking; no matter how the Dread managed to manifest in different locations in space and time, this was its fundamental heart, the core of its being. Of that Pug was certain.
  


  
    It reached up as if seeking to grapple with Pug and Ashen-Shugar. And a distant sound of hollow anger reverberated from below, rising quickly and growing in volume until it shook the walls of the pit.
  


  
    Pug looked at Ashen-Shugar and saw that his face was contorted in concentration and rage, with perspiration running from his brow and cheeks. Pug released his hold on what had been Tomas, as the fully empowered Valheru no longer needed Pug’s protection from the attacking fragments of the Dread; indeed, his expression showed he considered Pug a trivial concern in the face of the monster attempting to climb out of the pit below.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar held tightly to his sword, its point downward, aligned with the creature below. Not a shred of humanity remained in the face Pug now beheld. It was a snarling mask of hatred and wrath unlike anything Pug had seen since confronting the Demon King, Maarg. And it was all the more chilling to see it displayed on features so well known and beloved.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar stared at the titanic figure of the Dread below him and screamed, “Into the void again with you, monster!” The last Valheru threw himself into battle, leaping into the pit, to grapple with the thing striving to enter Midkemia.
  


  
    Pug pulled back slightly as the two titanic figures of power wrestled with one another, both ignoring the relatively insignificant magician hovering nearby.
  


  
    Pug held his position a moment, gauging his next best course of action. He reached out mentally and examined the surroundings, his protective sphere destroying the few attacking flying Dread.
  


  
    He still had difficulty realizing the Dread was a single entity, with all the embodiments of it in a variety of forms around him. He also had trouble mentally reconciling the notion that every manifestation of the Dread across space and time was happening “now” from the Dread’s point of view, or why this manifestation, this “Dreadking,” was the key to the struggle. Pug wasn’t even sure after understanding that much that he knew what was happening to those parts of the Dread they defeated. Were they destroyed? Could any part of the Dread be destroyed? Or were they merely returned back to where they started, to work their way back to this plane and attack again?
  


  
    For a brief instant Pug felt an overwhelming sense of hopelessness. How could his plan possibly work?
  


  
    

  


  
    Magnus felt the net of magic stabilize, and knew that everyone who would be providing Pug with the magic he needed to convolute the rift spell was now linked in. He used his own prodigious ability to quickly move from point to point along the lattice of magic, for a brief instant touching everyone to judge their endurance and ability to contribute. It took him only a minute, but when he finished he realized how much this was taxing everyone and how limited their opportunity was.
  


  
    He took a moment to consider the fight before him, as the rate of attack from the dome seemed to be increasing dramatically. Mentally, he called out to Ruffio, Any moment now, be ready.
  


  
    Before him, Arkan raised his bow and shot a smoky shape, attempting to approach the black-clad magician.
  


  
    Father, he sent to Pug, we are ready. We have little time, mere minutes, I think.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug heard Magnus and replied, I’m going to begin. I will not have time to say anything until you hear me tell you to unleash all the energy at me. Then do what you can to get as many people as you can free of this area.
  


  
    He didn’t wait for a reply, but extended his senses to the boundaries of the rift-spell and where it was transformed into the ruby energy that formed the dome. He wished for more time to further examine the lattice of energy and how it intersected the dome, but he knew time for study was passing and he had mere minutes in which to act.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar and the Dread were now fully engaged, with the Valheru striking furiously at the void monster. Pug realized they seemed to recede, moving deeper into the pit. He wondered if the struggle was forcing the Dread downward, or if this was merely a trick of perception and perspective. He willed himself downward, following them.
  


  
    A sudden burst of energy from below the combat took Pug by surprise and he felt himself lifted slightly upward. He saw it was more of the floating wisps he had seen coming up from the pit. He focused on one of them and in a moment understood. He wasn’t looking at anything, but rather through everything into the void itself. These wisps were really small tears in what Pug had thought of as reality until recently. The “smoke” or “wisps” were simply three-dimensional shreds of reality. Now he understood. The void surrounded the Dread. The void was the invisible glue that bound Mind and the Dread together. That was how the universe would end, the void slipping through millions, billions, of tiny rifts like these to pull reality as Pug knew it back into that perfect, harmonious, blissful ball of everything.
  


  
    Something called to Pug, something deeper in the pit. He watched as Ashen-Shugar and the Dread struggled, gripping one another like wrestlers in a clinch.
  


  
    Pug felt a pull at him again, and quickly measured his control of the energy Magnus was sending, then turned his attention to the source of what was pulling him. He hovered, relatively motionless, while it appeared that the struggle continued to carry Ashen-Shugar and the Dread deeper into the pit.
  


  
    Then a realization came to Pug: really, there could be no “deeper” to this pit, for it was an open doorway into the void. While the shreds and wisps might be parts of the void, and the smoky monsters part of the Dread, here was the clear threshold between the objective world and the void. Once the threshold was crossed, one should either be in the void or in this world.
  


  
    Then Miranda’s lesson as she had told it came to him: it was a matter of perception.
  


  
    Pug tried to shift his perceptions, as he had at other times in dealing with beings living at different levels of energy, especially when he, Magnus, and Nakor had transitioned to the Dasati home world. Then he found the state he sought. His perceptions shifted.
  


  
    Suddenly, a complete change to the context around him struck Pug almost like a physical blow. There was no up or down, no large or small, just energy flows, and the struggle was now a massive upheaval in competing states of being.
  


  
    Lines of force both majestic and delicate, pulsing with energies in colours impossible for the human eye to comprehend, enveloped Pug. The beauty of them was heart-wrenching. Pug felt awe. His mind became a thing apart, able to reach out and touch fluctuating states of existence. He understood in part what Macros had sought to achieve when he was elevating his consciousness to that of a god.
  


  
    Pug also understood the trap. The human intelligence, even one as prodigious as his own, wasn’t equipped to deal with this level of apprehension and awareness. Like a moth to a flame, to linger too long in this state would result in being consumed by fire.
  


  
    Pug forced himself back to his previous state and watched the struggle for a moment longer. He could now achieve awareness of these states, but he couldn’t understand them, nor did he have the time to try.
  


  
    Then it came to him: the void existed without time. Time had left the void with the creation of his reality, and what was left behind was able to perceive time because it was not caught up within time! Pug immediately shifted his perspective back to a different energy state and saw the tendrils not as empty spaces in his normal perception of reality, but as shreds of that which had been left behind, that longed to join with what had created the universe, to return it all to that fundamental blissful state.
  


  
    Pug reached out and pulled himself deeper into the void, and felt a sensation he had experienced for the first time when he had ventured into the void to destroy the Tsurani rift into Midkemia. He used his tether to Magnus to communicate with him. Can you still hear me?
  


  
    Yes, Father.
  


  
    I think I have discovered something, Pug said. I need you to measure the passing of time for me.
  


  
    My childhood counting trick?
  


  
    Yes. Start now.
  


  
    Pug found it almost impossible to negotiate the void without falling into the habit of human perceptions demanding a frame of reference. He was “descending into” the void and he understood abstractly that he wasn’t moving at all and that time and space were both meaningless here. But he was trapped within his own human perceptions. He closed his eyes in acknowledgement of his physical limits, and discovered that it helped. His mind saw a play of images in oddly muted colours against black, like lingering afterimages, and they raced across his subjective field of vision. There was a fever-like quality to them and yet they were somehow familiar. The face of Princess Carline shifted into that of Katala, his first wife, then that of a student he had first taught at the Academy a century before. Distorted landscapes and twisted images of places flowed around him: a street in the Holy City of Kentosani appeared upside-down above his head, the white walls now black, the colours reversed, with red now green, blue now orange, and the people with distorted, flowing shapes.
  


  
    Suddenly he knew.
  


  
    Magnus! How much time has passed?
  


  
    None, Father. I just counted “one” and now you’re back.
  


  
    I understand, said Pug, and he entered time.
  


  
    

  


  
    Nothing moved. Pug was fascinated by his new perception. Ashen-Shugar and the Dread were motionless, locked in a struggle, but frozen in the moment. Pug wondered if this was how the Dread saw time.
  


  
    He was still limited by human perception, but as he exerted his will, he found Ashen-Shugar moving in reverse, and he realized he was moving backward in time. He moved forward and returned to the second at which he became aware of his ability to move within time.
  


  
    For a subjective moment he hesitated, wondering at the consequences of his actions. He studied the struggle around him and probed with his mind above, where his son and the others waited, and came away with an oddly dissatisfying realization: his ability to not move with time prevented him from interacting with any of those moving normally through time. Something about all of this seemed wrong, but he didn’t know what it was. Then, Pug realized, he had all the time he would ever need to study the problem.
  


  
    Beginning with the shreds of the void fluttering around him, Pug began to examine … everything.
  


  
    

  


  
    Magnus waited after his odd exchange with his father. The question about how much time had passed in the midst of a battle of colossal proportion was as strange as anything he could have imagined.
  


  
    Magnus had prepared himself for his own death as well as for the death of his father, given the circumstances surrounding this conflict. Now, he worried about others: Miranda, Nakor, Calis, even the aloof moredhel leader of the Snow Leopards. If he could contrive to get any or all of them away when his father had finished with whatever he was doing in the pit, Magnus would give his life finding a way. After all, he conceded, he was his father’s son.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug found his consciousness expanding as he moved along the timelines, and found it an almost dizzying experience. He looked at Ashen-Shugar and the Dreadking locked in a frozen point in time and found he could negotiate around them, make them appear gigantic or tiny, move away and toward them from any angle. If he shifted his perception, he could see billions of strands of time and space moving away in every conceivable direction. He was able to follow them, too: he could see billions of branches of potential consequences to any action. It was an overwhelming sense of vision and power.
  


  
    He felt euphoria rising up, despite the horrors of the war. Now he knew what it meant to have god-like powers, yet he understood that with that godhood came an absence of self. Now he understood what Macros had sought to achieve on the banks of the lake many years ago. He realized the trap of power, knew he must not become indulgent in this examination of new knowledge, for to linger with the sense that he had for ever to learn, study and contrive a better solution was also a trap. Somewhere he would realize he was lost in this new understanding, or worse, he would not care if he was lost.
  


  
    He created a beacon of magic energy, freezing it in a state that anchored it in place, much as the Dread had created the Sven-ga’ri as markers, or the taredhel had placed their portal flags, so that he could find his way back to this particular intersection of space and time. Then he moved along one strand of time. He saw Ashen-Shugar vanish above with himself at his side, and followed the Dread backwards to the creation of the rift, the blinding explosion of energies that tore apart the barrier between the expanding universe of reality and that which was left behind: the Dread.
  


  
    Suddenly Pug realized, I can stop this before it starts! Certainly he had enough power simply to destroy the taredhel portal room before the Regent Lord betrayed his people.
  


  
    That is forbidden, said a very familiar voice in Pug’s mind.
  


  
    The Oracle, said Pug.
  


  
    Yes, came the reply. Now you understand the secret and the burden of my people. I have given you this perspective so that you can fully understand why what you are about to do is vital.
  


  
    But why not let me end this before it begins? asked Pug. I can prevent the deaths of thousands, tens of thousands!
  


  
    Because, as horrible as your current course is, it is the best of those available to you.
  


  
    Suddenly Pug’s mind filled with a kaleidoscope of images and feelings as countless possible timelines unfolded from each point at which he chose to take action. Each image, choice, and result flickered for the briefest instant, yet he understood fully what he saw. He was witness to horrific consequences, worlds going dark, suns being devoured, and in only one did he see his world emerging intact. The timeline he was currently on, doing what he was fated to do.
  


  
    But at a terrible price.
  


  
    Why? he asked.
  


  
    My race is the eldest in the universe, Pug. We were the first to achieve sentience when the first shreds of reality were formed. We witnessed the clashing forces of creation and destruction, what your lore calls the Two Blind Gods of the Beginning.
  


  
    We saw the very structure of reality being woven for the first time as new beings of power arose, and we alone could see the earliest manifestations of time as it was unfolding from the core where all was born. We alone could take time and see down the pathways into a seemingly endless range of possible futures, and judge the most likely outcome.
  


  
    It is why we are still here as the universe is moving into a new phase of existence, while the last vestiges of that creation, the Valheru, the elder gods, the first born, the ancient races of a billion worlds, are fading into the past.
  


  
    You are here to do one thing, and lingering here and exploring, no matter how long you look, will not change the outcome, for when you finish your exploration, it will be precisely the same instant you left, and nothing will be changed. We have witnessed every conceivable choice, and there is only one outcome that doesn’t reverse the expansion of reality, returning everything to as it once was, before creation.
  


  
    Tomas had to die so that the full fury of Ashen-Shugar could be turned upon the Dreadking, a rage unhindered by human sensibilities.
  


  
    Pug paused, his heart sinking, and he realized now the one piece of this he hadn’t understood until now. Ashen-Shugar hadn’t been needed as a mere distraction so Pug could come into the pit and explore the void and its intersection with reality, freeing Pug of the Dreadking’s attention; rather, the Dragon Lord was the only entity on Midkemia powerful enough to become that one thing, that one moment of distraction, towards which all the Dreadking’s attention would be turned, letting go of everything else across space and time, thereby robbing the void of other opportunities to successfully achieve its goal. Ashen-Shugar and the Dreadking must remain locked in this moment for eternity.
  


  
    Magnus! Pug sent to his son. What is happening?
  


  
    Magnus saw the smoky tendrils and shadowy creatures pouring out of the fractured dome, and then suddenly they were motionless, frozen in place.
  


  
    Father, the attacks have ceased!
  


  
    Get as many away as you can, Pug sent.
  


  
    The Oracle’s voice came again to Pug. You must now lock them into a struggle that will endure to the end of time. Only in that way can the mindless obsession of the Dread be for ever focused into a single, fixed point in time, and then can the rest of creation grow.
  


  
    I know, said Pug, and he realized with resignation that nothing had changed, except more of those struggling above might survive.
  


  
    When you are finished, I will awake in my cave beneath Sethanon, and from there I will see a new series of time-lines, choices, and possibilities. But only if you finish this.
  


  
    Pug was silent, then said, I know.
  


  
    If it will comfort you, there is one thing you must understand above all: that one thing separates the realm in which you live, the moving and evolving world, from that which was left behind, that which hungers for that perfect timeless bliss. You do what you do for love. You mortals make terrible mistakes for love, and you suffer for love, but you have love. The Dread only has longing, and longing drives frustration, and that drives anger, and in the end nothing is left but rage and hunger. Self-sacrifice is the highest form of love.
  


  
    I understand, said Pug.
  


  
    

  


  
    Magnus waited with the moredhel warrior Arkan standing in front of him, his empty quiver and his bow lying on the ground as he stood with his sword, ready to face the next wave of the Dread.
  


  
    Now! came his father’s voice in his mind, and Magnus took every bit of the energy in the matrix of magic and channelled it to his father.
  


  
    For a long moment there was a pause, as if the universe held its breath.
  


  
    Then chaos was unleashed.
  


  
    

  


  
    The flood of magic Pug unleashed on the Dread and Ashen-Shugar was like a sledgehammer striking a nail, driving it through a board and out the other side. Both powerful beings were struck so hard they almost vanished as they were blown down into the pit, cast out of this universe, out into the void.
  


  
    The Dread was the void. The void was the Dread. It folded back in on itself, its sense of time and space contracted to the here and now as it faced a foe demanding its undivided attention.
  


  
    Ashen-Shugar was suspended in time, in a bubble of reality, like a fly in amber, as he gripped the Dread.
  


  
    The two of them spun down out of Pug’s sight.
  


  
    Then he felt the vortex.
  


  
    The hole in the realms was sucking everything around him into the void. Now came the end, for he had to plug that breach. Pug reached out with the power channelled to him and fed it directly into the void, accelerating the collapse of all the matter surrounding it.
  


  
    The world started to fall in on top of him.
  


  
    

  


  
    Magnus felt the magic he was funnelling ripped out of his hands, and started hearing screams of pain. The ruby dome imploded down into the ground, sucking every remaining Dread backward, as if they had been yanked with incredible speed by an invisible cord carrying them back whence they had emerged.
  


  
    The sound was the sound of a thousand earthquakes, a rumbling so deep that it drowned out the thunder from the approaching storm clouds above. Rain came down in sheets and lightning flashed across the sky, and everywhere Magnus looked he saw magicians and priests fallen and writhing in pain, or lying still in death.
  


  
    The dragons fled, launching themselves skyward on massive wings that cracked the air. The wind from their wings buffeted those still standing and knocked back even the most formidable moredhel warrior or taredhel Sentinel.
  


  
    Magnus fell to the ground as it heaved under him like a thing alive. He rolled on his back and scrambled to get away from the terrible vortex storm that was building energy by the minute. He turned and saw that those who were able were fleeing up toward the higher meadow. Over his shoulder, he saw the moredhel chieftain Arkan on the ground, unable to get his feet under him. Magnus reached out and Arkan found himself rising into the air, immune to the strong wind being created by the sucking energy of the vortex.
  


  
    With a motion of his hand, Magnus moved the warrior to where Miranda stood, next to Liallan and a knot of her warriors. Nearby stood Calin and Calis, along with two stunned but still standing Spellweavers. With a single wave of his hand, Magnus indicated it was time for her to take them to safety, and in a blink Miranda and more than a dozen moredhel, eledhel, and taredhel were gone.
  


  
    Magnus saw that Nakor and Ruffio were also missing, so he assumed they had followed instructions and were ferrying people away. He felt the energy field around him growing in intensity and he reached out mentally to see if he could contact his father, and encountered a strange emptiness, not as if his father was gone, but rather as if he was somewhere close but Magnus couldn’t reach him.
  


  
    Magnus realized that in all the planning his father had done for this moment, he hadn’t anticipated how the lattice of magic would be severed, and how much damage this spell might cause. They had planned on utilising the energy Magnus no longer controlled to plug the vortex, pulling down mountains if needed, but neither magician had anticipated the surge of magic and their inability to contain it once the Dread had been forced back into the void. There had been a backlash neither Magnus nor his father had anticipated and its effects were devastating. Magicians and priests, Spellweavers and shamans, lay on the ground, their grotesque contortions and vacant eyes clearly marking them as dead. Magnus and Pug had known some magicians might be lost in this, but nothing on this scale. A terrible price had been paid by hundreds, if not thousands, around the world.
  


  
    But had it been enough? The dome was now gone, and from where he stood he could see trees bending toward the pit in the ground, and knew that in only a few more minutes everything in this area would be sucked into the maw of the pit. The screaming of the wind in his ears deafened him to any other sound, but the vibration beneath his feet made him understand that the very soil and rock under his feet was being pulled toward the pit.
  


  
    He used his magic to rise above the ground, and suddenly had to struggle against the pull from the vortex. Gauging his position and how much power it took to hold his place, he knew he was looking at mere minutes before he too would vanish into the maw of darkness opening up in the heart of the Grey Tower Mountains. Once more he reached out for Pug, and once more found an emptiness where his father should be. He felt a dark stab of uncertainty, for whatever he could do had been done. Now it only remained to see if their plan worked and if this sucking pit before him could be plugged and sealed.
  


  
    

  


  
    Pug battled forces he had almost no experience with: walls of magic energy that swept over him, lines of enchantment that would warp reality if they were unleashed into the world, huge waves of rolling intersections between energy and matter, time unwinding and soaring spirals of thought. The crashing forces at play around him were overwhelming to the point at which he could barely retain his own sense of identity, let alone remember his purpose.
  


  
    From his perspective, Pug was witnessing the consumption of his world by the void, an in-taking of every shred of matter around the now destroyed city of E’bar, from the mightiest tower or lofty tree to the tiniest strand of a spider’s silk or a dust mote. In an increasing volume at accelerating speed, rock, water, soil, plants, and animals were being pulled into the maw of the pit. He shifted his focus and moved along the time stream, back to his mystic marker, so he could return to being in sync with what was occurring on the surface. Fear rose in him as he realized he had grievously miscalculated how he was going to manipulate the power lent him by so many others. If he let things continue as they were, far more damage would be done to this world than had already been inflicted. Pug assumed the alpine valley where E’bar had rested, the site of the original Tsurani rift, was now a gaping hole torn deep into the crust of the world, deepening by the minute as the spinning vortex he had created ripped apart the essential forces binding rock together, shredding granite into fine sand and powder in an instant, liquefying anything less stout and even ripping apart the very air, causing sheets of flame and sprays of water to erupt as gases were torn asunder and recombined in seconds.
  


  
    The deafening sound that filled the air, drowning out thought at times, was the dying cry of a world.
  


  
    Magnus!
  


  
    Here, Father! I thought I’d lost you.
  


  
    Where are you?
  


  
    North of the pit, on that large outcropping of rock. It’s taken all my power to hold here. I can’t endure this much longer.
  


  
    Pug sensed the pain his son was experiencing. You can do no more. It is time for you to cut any remaining tether between me and the world, then flee.
  


  
    I don’t know if I can, Magnus replied.
  


  
    You must.
  


  
    Pug made one last calculation and knew he had to act before he lost any hope of sealing the tear between here and the void.
  


  
    Now!
  


  
    Magnus closed his eyes and extended his consciousness for a moment and saw that the energy that had been torn from his control had mostly been torn asunder, but a tiny tether of energy remained between what was left of the worldwide lattice of magic and Pug. I understand, Father, he said at last, and he severed what was left of Pug’s connection with the world.
  


  
    The entirety of the world shuddered.
  


  
    Then, for a moment, everything was still.
  


  
    Suddenly the totality of magic in Midkemia that had been confined and used by Pug recoiled, energies exploding out of the pit, and a massive bolt shot through Magnus as he attempted to disentangle himself from it, so that he was shaken like a rat by a terrier, his screams of agony filling the air; and deep below in the pit, Pug felt his son die.
  


  
    Darkness crashed down on Pug.
  


  
    

  


  
    Lightning shot down like a barrage of arrows, as the clouds unleashed so much energy at the ground that the forests of the Grey Towers were set ablaze. Flaming trees moved toward the pit, cascading sheets of fire and embers ripped from their branches, all now sucked downward like a waterfall of fury around the entire rim of the pit, as a massive bubble of angry red magic shot upward from the center of the pit, shooting upward through the clouds as fast as the swiftest arrow until, miles above the surface of Midkemia, it reached its limit and lost momentum.
  


  
    The last survivors not evacuated by Miranda, Nakor, Ruffio, and the others stared at the brilliant ruby pillar amidst the chaos of this massive storm. Then the red magic slammed back into the surface and the world heaved and buckled inward.
  


  
    Where the Grey Towers Mountains had risen since before the coming of man to Midkemia, a crumbling crater rim miles across now marked the limits of Pug’s magic. An inconceivable inversion had forced geology to turn back upon itself and now a mile-deep caldera remained. At the bottom millions of tons of rock and detritus lay beneath a mile-deep cloud of dust.
  


  
    Rivers now ran into what would come to be known as the Sunken Lands and the planet seemed to groan as it began its transformation.
  


  
    Then a wave of energy rose up from the mass of debris on the crater floor and magic began to skip and shimmer along the surfaces of the rock. A second backlash of the magic Pug had harnessed now ran free. It gathered itself as if contracting, then shot up into the sky like a shimmering blue fountain. Energy spat upward as if from a volcano and raced around the world, landing at random.
  


  
    The forest of the Green Reaches, marking the boundary between the Kingdom and Great Kesh, was awash in the blue light: trees began to twist and grow; once-small vines grew massive and thorny. As if becoming sentient, the forest pushed out from the centre and those who had gone to bed in Keshian Jonril the night before, surrounded by open farmland, would arise the next day to see trees towering twenty or thirty feet higher than before. Where pleasant woodlands had once stood, now an impenetrable forest choked every square mile between the mountain ranges known as the Peaks of Tranquillity and the Pillars of the Stars, reaching all the way to the shore of the Great Star Lake. Every caravan route and game trail, famers’ road, and imperial highway was overgrown and vanished in one night.
  


  
    To the west of the Far Coast a ripple of energy sped through the water and the Sunset Islands began to sink. At first few noticed, but within an hour ships at the docks were riding high and those in the bay off of Freeport were pulling up anchor. Within two hours, people were fleeing for whatever ship would take them and by dawn the next day only open ocean could be seen.
  


  
    To the south of E’bar, in the mines of the Grey Towers, ancient passages that had once housed the chambers of the Lord of the Eagle’s Reaches, the last of his kind, crumbled into dust and vanished into the crater. Dwarves who had heeded Pug’s warning felt the earth cry out and fled. Many survived, eventually reaching kin in Dorgin or Stone Mountain. Many did not.
  


  
    The last King of the Dwarves, Dolgan, died that day, and the legendary Hammer of Tholin was lost beneath the rock and soil.
  


  
    As far to the south as the Isle of the Snake Men, and as far north as the Thunderhell Steppes, unnatural magic scarred the land. A herd of elk was suddenly turned to stone, and a field of poppies bloomed on the ice floes for a few moments before withering from the cold.
  


  
    A caravan crossing the Jal-Pur from Ipithi to Durbin was struck by a massive wave of sea water that overturned wagons and nearly drowned camels and men before suddenly vanishing, leaving everyone soaked and disoriented, shaken but alive.
  


  
    In Timons, an elderly man sat up and sang in a language no mortal had heard, bringing tears to the eyes of those who heard him, then he lay back and died peacefully.
  


  
    In the Free City of Walinor, a massive wall of granite three hundred feet high thrust up from the earth and the town sank two feet, destroying foundations, felling walls, killing dozens of citizens. When the dust had settled, travel west became impossible, and from that day forward the sun would set in mid-afternoon as it dropped behind the eastern rim of the vast crater.
  


  
    Around the globe the magic raced, arching high into the air to turn clouds golden and pink for a moment, then diving into the ground to cause a spring to form or a marsh to dry up.
  


  
    A ship in the Sea of Kingdoms saw a creature the size of a mountain rise up out of the water like a whale breaching, a thing of copper scales and golden fins, but instead of falling back into the water, it kept rising until it vanished into the clouds above.
  


  
    On the other side of the world, the northern half of the escarpment of the continent of Wynet rose an additional two hundred feet. The Saaur warriors and their families felt the upheaval and wondered what new threat had followed them to this world.
  


  
    Where a mighty range of mountains had once stood, now only hills rose up from the Far Coast and the Free Cities, and those hills surrounded what would ever after be known as the Sunken Lands, a crater of immense size and depth that prevented travel between the two coasts.
  


  
    At the heart of the rubble, as water sought out new levels, dust settled and strange and alien life fashioned by wild magic began to take root.
  


  
    Beneath it all came a sound not unlike a sigh. And then there was silence.
  


  



  • Chapter Thirty •


  


  Aftermath


  
    

  


  
    Pug awoke.
  


  
    At least that was how it felt as he became aware of having a body and an identity. He knew his name, and his history, and if he had held any doubt, he had a headache massive enough to remind him of the consequences of his first foray into Duke Borric’s ale shed.
  


  
    But he was surrounded by utter stillness and complete and utter darkness. He took a deep breath and was rewarded by the sensation of air entering his lungs, so he did not think he was trapped in the void. Besides, the void was a featureless grey, not this utter black.
  


  
    Then he saw a pinpoint of light ahead and attempted to will himself toward it. Nothing happened. He tried a different approach and attempted to use the light as a reference and move towards it. Again, nothing happened. He held up his right hand before his face, blocking out the light for an instant, then tried to create light of his own.
  


  
    Nothing happened.
  


  
    Then he noticed the light seemed to be growing brighter. After a few minutes he could see it was also growing larger, and he decided to wait. Not that he had any other option, he conceded ruefully.
  


  
    He had questions, countless questions, but first and foremost, even more than where he now found himself, was: how had he survived? He had pulled half the world of Midkemia down on himself, or at least that was how it had felt. The image that stayed with him was the Valheru and the Dread locked in time, struggling in an instant that would never change, as a mountain fell on him, crushing him…
  


  
    Pug felt remarkably fit for someone who had just been crushed under a mountain.
  


  
    As the light grew larger, he realized it was approaching and soon he heard the sound of footfall: a hollow sound, leather slapping on a stone floor. Soon he saw that in addition to coming closer, the light was swaying slightly, and then he could see the shape of a man, or a manlike being.
  


  
    A man in a robe holding a staff shaped roughly like a shepherd’s crook, from which hung a lantern, walked toward Pug at a steady pace, apparently in no hurry. As he neared, his features began to resolve themselves, but Pug failed to recognize him. He was stocky, rotund even, with an almost cherubic face. His hair was cut in a tonsure fringe and he wore a brown robe with a triple-wrapped brown leather belt. His feet were clad in cross-gartered sandals and his face bore a faint smile.
  


  
    “There you are,” he said. “Didn’t quite end up where you should.”
  


  
    Pug was still unable to move and now he found he was unable to speak. He was immobilized and none of his magic worked. All he could do was to watch and listen.
  


  
    The monk motioned with his hand. “Come along,” he said, then turned his back and started walking whence he came.
  


  
    Pug floated along after him, though floating didn’t really convey how he felt. It was more simply a case that he just was where he was, how he was; and apart from the monk, whom he could barely make out over the toes of his feet as he looked down the length of his body, there was nothing else to see.
  


  
    Then, abruptly, the darkness vanished and Pug found himself floating above a white tiled floor. The monk waved and Pug felt himself released from whatever paralysis had gripped him, and he started to fall. Reflexively, he tried to use a bit of magic to slow his fall; he couldn’t, and landed on his backside.
  


  
    “Sorry about that,” said the monk.
  


  
    Pug examined his surroundings as he stood. The whole large room was white and it contained a white table and two chairs of white wood bearing white satin cushions, a white sideboard, and a white canopied bed.
  


  
    “You catch me in a white mood,” said the monk, sitting in one of the two chairs. He indicated that Pug should sit. “This happens once in a while. I grow weary of colours and choices.” He waved his hand and suddenly the floor was cerise and the walls a deep burgundy. The wood of the furniture was black lacquered and the canopy over the bed was rusty brown and there were suddenly golden fixtures on the walls, burning with light. “You see?” said the monk. “It’s nice, but one grows bored quickly, and then there’s the endless permutations and matches.” He waved his hand and the black wood was now blonde with a high gloss, the canopy and covers black, while the floor and walls were of a nicely contrasting honey-coloured wood. At last he gave a wave of the hand and again everything turned white.
  


  
    “Who are you?” asked Pug. “And where are we?”
  


  
    “Where is something of a matter of conjecture. I have wrestled with that concept for many years and so far I have not achieved a reasonable answer. Just more conjecture and speculation.” He sighed. “I think of this as my waiting room.”
  


  
    “Waiting room?” said Pug, as if the very concept of a room in which you wait was odd.
  


  
    “Antechamber?”
  


  
    “Ah,” said Pug. “I have waited in antechambers before. I think I see.” He studied the monk. “I assume you know who I am, as you came and got me.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said the monk. “Pug, the magician. Known as Milamber on Kelewan before you blew up the planet.” He shook his finger at Pug. “Forgive my presumption, but I thought that was a rather ham-fisted way to deal with the Dread incursion from the third realm.”
  


  
    Pug said evenly, “Best I could manage at short notice.”
  


  
    “I suppose so,” said the monk.
  


  
    “Where was I a moment ago? When you came to fetch me?”
  


  
    “I don’t rightly know what to call it. It’s not the void, certainly, as that has distinct properties even if they are deuced hard to apprehend. I call where you were the Nether, as I think it’s even below the void. Or it might be the Neither, as its neither here nor there!” He seemed amused by that. “Forgive me. I have waited a very long time to use that jest.”
  


  
    “If we’re waiting,” said Pug, “what is it we are waiting for?”
  


  
    “Ah, me, where are my manners?” said the monk. “I am waiting to be reborn, or rather I am in the process of being reborn, though it is very slow as such things go. I am Ishap.”
  


  
    Pug was speechless. Finally he said, “The Balancer?”
  


  
    “The very one,” said the Monk, standing and taking a bow.
  


  
    “I thought you … Controllers weren’t personified.”
  


  
    “Well, that’s usually the case, and sometimes when I finish returning, I’ll have too much on my hands to bother interacting with mortals, or even the Lesser Gods on the majority of occasions, for that matter. But at the moment, I’m waiting.”
  


  
    “And what am I doing here?”
  


  
    “That is a very good question,” said Ishap. “And at the moment, I have no really clear notion what you’re doing in my waiting room.”
  


  
    

  


  
    “Midkemia is a strange world, in many ways,” said Ishap.
  


  
    “So I have discovered,” agreed Pug.
  


  
    They had been sitting for a while at the table, silently, each caught up in their own thoughts. Pug considered it very strange that he felt no significant emotions about what he had endured before arriving here. He had felt his son die, and seen his best friend die before that, had witnessed horrors and pain beyond imagining, yet he felt calm and without concern as he waited. Even his sense that this was strangely inappropriate as a response was distant and muted. He was content to sit in silence staring at the white walls, or to respond to Ishap’s occasional remark, but he wasn’t even sure if he would use the word “content” in this circumstance. Simply put, he was aware and unconcerned. Along with his other emotions, curiosity was blunted as well. Yet there was a certain desire for a logical conclusion.
  


  
    “Would you care for something to eat?” asked Ishap. “We don’t need to eat, but occasionally it serves to blunt the boredom.”
  


  
    “You get bored?”
  


  
    The monk shrugged. “In a manner of speaking. I exist as you see me now because I am scarcely alive in terms of how gods are supposed to live. I’m little more than a mortal at this stage. On the other hand, I won’t be needed until Arch-Indar is reborn. I can’t balance until all the forces are in existence. There is only so much time that even a god can dedicate to reconstituting his being and gathering together his essence to become alive again. Occasionally, a break in the routine is welcome. I think some grapes.”
  


  
    A platter of grapes appeared and he plucked one, popped it into his mouth and motioned that Pug should help himself. “Another advantage, the food is always perfect. These are delicious.”
  


  
    Pug declined. “I find it odd that I have little interest in any of this, which is hardly my nature. And perhaps even more unusual is that I merely find it odd and not profoundly disturbing.”
  


  
    “I suspect it’s because you are now dead. The dead have little ambition.”
  


  
    “I’m dead?” Pug looked at the back of his right hand, then put it up to his face and touched his own cheek. “I don’t feel dead.”
  


  
    “How would you know? Have you been dead before?”
  


  
    “I believe so,” said Pug. “I—”
  


  
    Ishap waved his hand dismissively. “That business with the demon and your curse. Yes, I know about that, but you weren’t dead. You merely hovered at the brink.”
  


  
    “If I’m now dead, then why am I not before Lims-Kragma?”
  


  
    “I do not know,” said Ishap. “Perhaps we should ask her.”
  


  
    He waved his hand and they were no longer in the little waiting room, but standing in a familiar setting, the Pavilion of the Gods. Pug looked around and said, “I don’t understand.”
  


  
    Ishap actually grinned. “I do get lost in my rebirth at times, and your appearance is a wonderful excuse to break up the monotony; I don’t know why I didn’t think of this sooner. I was happy to find you once I became aware you were floating out there in the Nether. I thought a bit of a visit and a little conversation would be welcome, but this is far more entertaining.” He glanced around, then shouted, “Lims-Kragma, if you would be so kind!”
  


  
    Lims-Kragma appeared in all her majesty: black veils, a clinging gown with silver netting sewn into the hem and sleeves. “You’ve been granted a moment.”
  


  
    “A moment?” asked Pug. For the first time since his arrival, he felt a stir of feeling: irritation.
  


  
    The other gods appeared and Kalkin said, “We felt you deserved to know you closed the rift. There was a great deal of destruction and much loss of life but the world, and the larger universe, is safe for the time being.”
  


  
    “Time being?” muttered Pug.
  


  
    Ishap smiled cheerily. “It’s a matter of scale. The time being is several million years, so we can all catch our breath, in a manner of speaking.”
  


  
    Pug felt as if something profoundly important was missing within him. “I don’t think I care, really. Should I?”
  


  
    “The dead do not care,” said the Goddess of Death.
  


  
    “Then why am I here?” asked Pug. “Why are we not in your hall? Why am I not being judged and returned to the Wheel of Life or sent on to my reward?”
  


  
    Kalkin, who now looked like Jimmy the Hand, smiled. “Well, there is this one thing, Pug. You’re not entirely dead.”
  


  
    “I’m alive?”
  


  
    “No, not that either,” said Kalkin.
  


  
    The ancient figure of Arch-Indar appeared and in a scolding tone said, “Tell him the truth, Trickster!”
  


  
    “She’s rapidly becoming a conscience,” said Kalkin with a scowl. “When you manipulated the time stream — and by the way, that was truly impressive — you contrived to do two unexpected things. First, you drove almost all the Dread back into the void.”
  


  
    “Almost?”
  


  
    “There’s this … bit of the Dread that got trapped in the bottom of that crater you created. It’s dormant, unaware, and buried under hundreds of feet of rock. Compared to the totality of what you faced, it was just a tiny bit. By the standards of what you’ve previously faced, you have a sleeping Dreadlord at the bottom of a vast crater.”
  


  
    “But it could awake?”
  


  
    “It could,” said Kalkin. He shrugged. “But that’s not your concern.”
  


  
    Pug felt a stir of interest. “But it should be,” he countered.
  


  
    “There will be others who will concern themselves with that, in the future,” said a proud-looking blonde-haired goddess who looked a great deal like Sandreena in her armour. “Protecting the weak is my province and I will ensure there are others.”
  


  
    “Who?” asked Pug. “There are now few with any power and none still with the power and experience needed to protect this world.”
  


  
    “We are well aware of that,” said Lims-Kragma.
  


  
    “You said there were two unexpected things. What’s the second?”
  


  
    “You froze that Dread in time, which is why it’s dormant, and until that time thread resolves itself, it will stay that way. And when you froze that thread of time, you froze yourself into it as well.” He indicated Pug’s left hand, which the magician raised to study. He realized it had been clenched since his awakening and within it something tiny but marvellous stirred. Pug felt a hint of satisfaction.
  


  
    “And only the dragons can manipulate time,” said Pug softly.
  


  
    “So…” Kalkin shrugged.
  


  
    “As long as I’m here, not quite dead, you have no power over me,” said Pug to Lims-Kragma.
  


  
    “No,” she said. “You are neither in the realm of the living nor in the realm of the dead.” She moved to stand before Pug and again he marvelled at her cold beauty. “But before you count that as the means to cheat me, realize this: you are trapped between the realms of the living and the dead, and you must make a choice.”
  


  
    “To live or to die?” said Pug. “It would seem an easy choice.”
  


  
    “No,” said Kalkin, “for you are not alive either. You can abide here, share a room with the other waiting gods, or drift as a spirit and observe the living, but you may not rejoin the living without our help.”
  


  
    “Are you offering that help?”
  


  
    A god Pug recognized as Astalon the Just said, “If you wish it. We have considered your sacrifice and voted, six for life, six for death. So, the decision we have ruled must be yours. That is only just. If you choose death, this existence ends and you move on. You have earned much, Pug, and despite the feeling among some here that you’ve affronted their dignity in the past,” he glanced at Lims-Kragma, “your reward in your next life will be profound.”
  


  
    “I urge you to consider this,” said Kalkin. “The Dread slumbers in the pit below the Sunken Lands, as that crater will come to be known, and if it awakes, only you among mortals can face it. Choose life.” He smiled as Jimmy had years ago and said, “Besides, things are so much more interesting when you’re around.”
  


  
    Pug considered, then said, “No.”
  


  
    “No?” asked Lims-Kragma. “Shall I take you to my hall now?”
  


  
    “No,” said Pug. “I will strike a bargain.”
  


  
    “What bargain?” asked Sung the Pure.
  


  
    Looking around at the twelve lesser gods, Pug said, “There is another, one who is far more now than I was at his age and will be so much more than I am now when he reaches this age. Magnus must be saved to guard this world. He will rebuild the Academy and the Conclave, and in the end you’ll have a more powerful guardian than I could ever be.”
  


  
    “You’d give up your life for your son’s?” asked Lims-Kragma.
  


  
    “Every time, without question,” said Pug. “Have we a bargain?”
  


  
    The twelve gods exchanged glances, and the shadow memory of Arch-Indar shimmered as if somehow being more vivid a memory than she had been a moment before. “He has earned it!” she said.
  


  
    A mature woman dressed in simple clothing, a faint scent of wheat accompanying her, stepped forward and looked at Pug, and she said, “Yes. So says Silban the Mother,” and she vanished.
  


  
    A young blonde woman in white, her large blue eyes hinting at playful possibilities, nodded and said, “I, Ruthia, say yes, and luck will follow your son, Pug, at least for a while.” She vanished.
  


  
    A man with red-rimmed eyes, his grey clothing resembling nothing so much as one of the dreaded Nighthawks, stepped forward and said, “I, Ka-hooli, say yes,” and the Hunter After Fugitives vanished.
  


  
    Astalon stepped forward. “I, the Just, say yes.” He vanished.
  


  
    Killian, clad in a gown of green leaves with a wreath of flowers in her earth-dark hair said, “I say yes,” and she was gone.
  


  
    A slender woman also wearing white but with none of the playful aspects of Ruthia, stepped forward next, her bearing aloof. “I, La-timsa, say yes.” Then she disappeared.
  


  
    A warrior with massive shoulders, wearing red armour with a giant sword strapped to his back, came before Pug and put his hand on his shoulder. “War in and of itself is pointless; without serving a higher purpose it is the most terrible thing; all true warriors know this. You have served me as well as any mortal living, but always for a higher good, and you mourn the loss of innocents and carry that burden. You are a good man. Tith-Onanka says yes.” Then the god of war was gone.
  


  
    The goddess who looked like Sandreena came before him and Pug felt a stirring of amusement. “Dala,” he said.
  


  
    She nodded and returned Sandreena’s smile. “Of those not in my service, I treasure you most of all, protector of this world. I say yes,” and she was gone.
  


  
    A god in silver, slender and furtive-looking, said, “Guis-wa says yes,” and he vanished.
  


  
    The next god stepped forward and said, “Prandur says yes!” and vanished in a column of flame.
  


  
    “He always loves his theatrics,” said Kalkin. He turned and looked at Ishap and Arch-Indar and said, “You are no longer needed,” and the two Controller gods vanished.
  


  
    Kalkin, also known as Ban-ath, smiled. “Of all the mortals I have known, Pug, you are among my favourites. I will honour your request and say yes.” Then he was gone.
  


  
    Pug looked at Lims-Kragma and said, “You are the last, Goddess of Death.”
  


  
    She nodded. “It is not my nature to make bargains with humans, as my province is inexorable. All I need to do is wait. You, however, have created a unique situation, and I will confess I find rule-breaking irksome.” She glanced to where Kalkin had stood a moment before. “But Arch-Indar is right; you have earned consideration. Moreover, you are right: your son will be a more powerful protector. He compelled me to his will before he truly understood what he was doing, a feat no other mortal, even you, has achieved. I count your choice the wisest choice. Death you shall have and Magnus will have life.”
  


  
    “What do I do?” asked Pug.
  


  
    “You must let go of that tendril of time.”
  


  
    Pug looked down and realized that the thing he clenched in his left hand, the marvellous little energy that was confined in his fist, was time itself. “Really? That’s all?”
  


  
    “Yes,” she replied.
  


  
    Pug opened his hand and let go of the shred of time.
  


  
    Suddenly he was again in the collapsing pit, with the screaming planet around him, crying out as if the very matter of its existence was being ripped away and sucked down the hole into the void.
  


  
    Pug realized this was the instant before his death. He reached out to where Magnus was seconds away from dying and with every remaining shred of strength he had, he placed a protective sphere around his son and cast him as far away as he could.
  


  
    Then came death.
  


  
    Lims-Kragma turned and the Pavilion of the Gods was again occupied by the others. She looked around and said, “He won’t be getting off as easily as he thinks.”
  


  
    The memory of Arch-Indar said, “He deserves much. He’s sacrificed more than any other. He deserves to be happy.”
  


  
    The tiniest of smiles played on the lips of the Goddess of Death and she said, “That can be arranged.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Magnus had no idea what happened. He had felt the energy he had harnessed for his father yanked away from him, had tried his best to get everyone out, then felt the wave of energy that was about to obliterate him. One moment death was certain to claim him, then suddenly the next moment he was in a protective sphere of magic hurled across the sky like a rock thrown by a giant.
  


  
    He arced through the storm clouds and could barely keep his senses about him as he tumbled and spun, and when he struck the surface, miles away, he was stunned to insensibility.
  


  
    He lay motionless on the ground, trying to force himself to focus, but the huge tasks he had undertaken, the shock of the magic lattice ending, all overwhelmed him and he lost consciousness.
  


  
    Hours later, he stirred. He took a deep breath and the air tasted heavy with moisture as if a storm had just passed. It took him a minute to gather his wits and he sat up, realizing he was covered in mud and his robe was soaked through to his skin.
  


  
    He saw the sun was above the horizon to the east and realized he had slept through the balance of the night. It was a new day and he was alive.
  


  
    Looking around for landmarks, he judged himself somewhere between the destruction of the valley containing E’bar and the northern boundary of the Kingdom, near the foothills of Stone Mountain.
  


  
    He took a deep breath, and willed himself back to the peaks above the valley.
  


  
    Materializing in mid-air, he caught himself before he plunged into the maelstrom below. The crater was vast, having consumed what had been a range of mountains more than a hundred miles across at its widest point, obliterating everything from the King’s road to Yabon down to the land of the dwarves.
  


  
    Magnus stared down into roiling clouds of dust and smoke, with flashes of lightning playing underneath, illuminating the dust from within. He could feel rampant magic, the lingering after-effects of the unprecedented magic his father had used to destroy the Dread’s incursion into this world. He willed himself lower.
  


  
    Hovering above the dust and ash, Magnus sent his senses down and two things were immediately made known: first, there was a malevolent presence, a massive aspect of the Dread still there, miles below, but it was dormant and unmoving; second, magic was running amok, and already the changes being made were manifesting themselves. One day Magnus would return to investigate this new place, for he knew without a doubt that what he would find in that crater would be unique in Midkemia. Everything would be changed, from the very rocks and soil to all life, from the tiniest insect to the largest creatures.
  


  
    He rose up and took another deep breath. There would be time.
  


  
    He willed himself to move, and was suddenly in his father’s study. He closed his eyes and sent out a mental question that was answered by a profound silence. Feeling an intense sadness, Magnus realized with certainty that this would now be his study.
  


  
    A very fatigued Ruffio appeared a moment later. “I sensed you … I’m delighted to see you, Magnus.”
  


  
    They embraced like long-lost brothers, each relieved to see the other alive. “When you didn’t appear yesterday, I feared the worst,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “Yesterday?” said Magnus.
  


  
    “The rift was closed two days ago, Magnus.”
  


  
    “I must have been unconscious for a full day more than I thought.” He led Ruffio outside and stepped out into the mid-day sun. He took a deep breath of fresh ocean air, and said, “It is good to be alive.”
  


  
    “Indeed,” said Ruffio.
  


  
    “Tell me, how many…?” He let the question go unfinished.
  


  
    Ruffio didn’t need to ask what he meant. “Most of our students here died, as they were the best and most committed. And many from Stardock died as well. I have only preliminary information, but the temples were hit hard too. Many clerics perished.”
  


  
    Magnus studied his friend’s face. “What else?”
  


  
    “Perhaps worse, a like number of those in the magic lattice we formed were driven mad. Some ramble or babble incoherently, others cower like children before unseen horrors, or rage like animals, or sit and stare out of vacant eyes. We are attempting to treat those as best we can.” He looked as if he were fighting back tears. “We are less than one in three of what we were.”
  


  
    Magnus was shaken. They had known there would be risk, and had steeled themselves for losing the battle — and the world — but this he had not anticipated.
  


  
    Ruffio said, “I thank the gods you’re here. We will need your guidance and skills more than ever.” He took a breath, then asked, “Your father?”
  


  
    Magnus couldn’t bring himself to speak. He merely shook his head.
  


  
    Amirantha came into view and his face betrayed his delight at seeing Magnus. They exchanged greetings and Ruffio said, “Amirantha has proved to be a fine caretaker for this island while we were busy.”
  


  
    “It’s not hard to manage an island with hardly anyone on it,” quipped the warlock. “It’s not as if you left that many here to care for.”
  


  
    “Still,” said Ruffio, “I could really use your help in the years to come.”
  


  
    “Years?” said Amirantha, his bearded face turning to a scowl. “I’ve lingered here already longer than I intended.”
  


  
    “Where else have you to go?” asked Magnus bluntly.
  


  
    “I thought, once this was over, I’d venture back to Novindus and check up on Brandos and his family.”
  


  
    “After that?” asked Ruffio. “We could use your experience.”
  


  
    “You have a home here if you wish,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “I’ll consider it.”
  


  
    “Sandreena?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    “She’s inside,” said Amirantha. “She’s organizing the care for the … damaged.”
  


  
    Magnus was delighted to hear that she had survived.
  


  
    “She’ll be here for a while,” said Amirantha, “but eventually she’ll want to get back to riding around protecting the weak. It’s her calling.”
  


  
    “And you?” asked Magnus.
  


  
    With a sigh of resignation, Amirantha, Warlock of the Saltumbria said, “Oh, I’ll probably come back after I visit Brandos.”
  


  
    Magnus smiled. “Good.”
  


  
    “What of Miranda and Nakor?” asked Ruffio.
  


  
    Magnus closed his eyes for a moment, then smiled. “They’re both alive.” He took in a deep breath, hiding his relief. “I’ll return shortly.”
  


  
    Suddenly he was gone.
  


  
    Ruffio and Amirantha nodded and turned their attention back to the work ahead. Both knew it would be years, decades even, before the Conclave and Stardock returned to what they had been before the last few days.
  


  
    

  


  
    The inn was in a shambles. Miranda and Nakor were sitting in a corner when Magnus appeared. Without hesitation, Miranda leaped out of her chair and threw her arms around his neck.
  


  
    He returned the embrace, content to let future dealings with her work themselves out and simply to enjoy the moment of shared intimacy with what was there of his mother.
  


  
    “I was so worried,” she whispered.
  


  
    “I’m alive, though by what agency I have no idea.”
  


  
    Nakor grinned. “No doubt your father had a hand in it. It was the sort of thing he always seemed to manage, no matter what the odds.”
  


  
    “I may never know,” said Magnus. Looking around the room, he said, “What happened here?”
  


  
    “A lot of very tired, wounded, sick, and otherwise impatient moredhel warriors, with a sprinkling of those from Elvandar and E’bar tossed in, as well as a few of our boys and girls from the island,” said Nakor.
  


  
    Magnus weighed his knowledge of those involved, then looked at Nakor and said, “You offered to buy everyone a drink?”
  


  
    Miranda could barely contain her amusement. “For a start.”
  


  
    “Are we at war with Lillian and the nations of the north now?” asked Magnus with a laugh.
  


  
    “No, but we did have a few tense moments during the first night and into yesterday morning as everyone was leaving for their various destinations,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “The city watch, what’s left of it, felt giving a few hundred dark elves a wide berth was their best choice,” added Nakor.
  


  
    “Calis and Calin?”
  


  
    “They left immediately with the surviving Spellweavers,” said Miranda.
  


  
    Magnus nodded. “Their mother will be relieved to see them.” He said nothing about Tomas, for he was certain the majestic warrior had not survived. He wasn’t even sure Tomas had been alive by the time the confrontation with the Dread began.
  


  
    “What of you two?” said Magnus. “Are you returning to Sorcerer’s Isle?”
  


  
    Miranda’s expression turned sad. “That’s what we were discussing when you arrived.” She motioned him to the table. “Please, sit down … No, we are not returning to Sorcerer’s Isle.”
  


  
    “What are you going to do?” Magnus felt a mixture of regret and relief at her answer, for as much as he struggled with her true identity, the part of her that was his mother had been a comfort to have nearby.
  


  
    “We must return to the Fifth Circle,” said Nakor. “It will be in shambles, a far worse state than we left it in, but with the Dread vanquished, perhaps we can reverse the damage done.”
  


  
    “We are unique in so many ways that we should have no trouble organizing things down there,” said Miranda.
  


  
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” agreed Magnus.
  


  
    “Dahun was something of a savant, in his own way,” said Nakor. “He sought to ensure order that he knew was beneficial, to mimic what had existed in the innermost circle of the Fifth Realm.”
  


  
    “But he lacked perspective,” said Miranda, with a wry smile. “He knew families and caring for one’s young, and passing along knowledge were good things; he just didn’t know why they were a good thing.” Her eyes held affection for the man who was never truly her son. “It’s a matter of perspective.”
  


  
    “And you bring that perspective,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Love,” said Miranda. “No demon understands the … reality of love. It is something we must learn.”
  


  
    “It is a very worthy thing to do,” said Magnus, not entirely certain how introducing such a concept into the Fifth Realm would change it. “I’m happy you have found a purpose beyond what we’ve already accomplished.”
  


  
    “Yes,” said Miranda, taking his hand in her own, and giving it one last squeeze. “I was unsure if you’d survived, and was waiting for some perfect moment to find out, and if you were on the island, to say goodbye there, but now that you’re here…”
  


  
    “There’s no need to tarry,” finished Nakor.
  


  
    Magnus stood up. “I hardly know what to say. We could not have survived this without your knowledge and wisdom, and if there is anything I can do in the future to aid your … ambitions, I will willingly do it.”
  


  
    Miranda looked at the man who was not her son, but felt as if he was, and tears gathered. “I think we shall never see one another again.”
  


  
    He let her hug him and then suddenly he was alone. The twist of magic he felt as other men feel a gust of wind told him they were now as far from Midkemia as one could possibly be. He looked around the inn one more time, then willed himself back to Sorcerer’s Isle.
  


  
    Alone for a moment beside his family’s quarters, he looked as the afternoon sun sent sparkles shimmering across a sea driven to a light chop by a freshening breeze. Taking in a deep breath and luxuriating in this simple pleasure, Magnus knew it would take a long time to recover from the losses he had endured — his entire community had endured — yet he also felt good.
  


  
    It was so good to be alive.
  


  



  • Chapter Thirty-One •


  


  Renaissance


  
    

  


  
    Bells rang.
  


  
    Rillanon was festive, for the threat of war was now behind it and the armies that had camped for months outside the city were gone. From the back of his horse, Hal resisted the urge to feel any joy over their victory. He still had a duchy that was controlled by foreigners and had watched too many good men die recently. He was in no mood for the politics of the Congress of Lords, which he was required to attend as a noble of the Kingdom of the Isles and as a potential claimant to the throne by dint of blood ties. He nodded in acknowledgment of the crowd’s cheers, but his mind was miles away.
  


  
    Jim Dasher had assured him that this particular ratification of the new king would be relatively short since the issue had already been decided and whatever politicking might occur in the Congress would merely amount to jockeying for the king’s favour, rather than trading support for favours, which was a vastly different enterprise, according to Jim.
  


  
    Hal glanced to his left and saw his brothers smiling and waving at the crowd lining the street from the docks to the palace. They rode behind the palanquin which carried Prince Edward. At last they would have a coronation ceremony, with Edward named king, and then try to return the Kingdom to some degree of normalcy.
  


  
    As they entered the main gate of the palace, Hal wondered how that would be possible. Reports from the west indicated some monstrous upheaval, perhaps a volcanic eruption in the Grey Towers area. Details were still sketchy, but the destruction appeared enormous. Even without that additional disaster, he still had to deal with the matter of thousands of Keshian settlers in northern Crydee and parts of Yabon. He knew that he would have to leverage his newfound alliances with Yabon’s duke, and especially with LaMut’s earl, to regain any significant part of Crydee. And at this time another war was the last thing he wished to contemplate.
  


  
    At least the civil war was over, Hal conceded with some relief as a lackey came to take his horse. Oliver was in chains, in a wagon which would soon roll into this courtyard, from whence he would be escorted to a small but well-appointed apartment where he would reside under guard until his family bankrupted Maladon and Simrick to raise the ransom for his return. That ridiculous amount of wealth would help restore the damage done to the Kingdom, as well as ensure that Maladon and Simrick would have years of debt to repay before they considered financing another war.
  


  
    Chadwick of Ran was being treated with a bit less deference, and there was one school of thought among Edward’s advisors that considered a short trial and a long rope or the headsman’s axe were a fitting end to the question, while others took the position that Chadwick was only supporting the man he thought had the best claim to the Crown.
  


  
    Hal was glad he didn’t have to deal with those decisions. Edward was mending slowly, and he was still very weak, but he had Jim Dasher and his grandfather to advise him, as well as other committed nobles like the dukes of Bas-Tyra and Silden.
  


  
    Hal and his brothers were shown to quarters surprisingly close to the royal apartment and rested there before taking a quiet supper, just the three of them together. They spoke little, as the enormity of what they had endured since the Keshian invasion of Crydee was now finally settling in, and suddenly the question of what was next loomed.
  


  
    “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired,” said Hal.
  


  
    Martin nodded, looking distracted.
  


  
    Brendan grinned. “He’s waiting for Bethany to arrive, along with our mothers.”
  


  
    Hal grinned. “Miss her?”
  


  
    “Like my left arm,” said Martin. “I still don’t know how her mother took the news.”
  


  
    Hal laughed and leaned his chair back. “It doesn’t matter. Your liege lord has given permission.”
  


  
    Martin winced. “She may be your vassal’s wife, Hal, but she’s going to be my mother-in-law.”
  


  
    Brendan laughed. “Have a baby soon. That always makes them happy, being a grandmother.”
  


  
    Martin grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
  


  
    “We’ve got a busy day tomorrow,” said Hal. “You know we have to be there.”
  


  
    Neither brother looked happy with that fact. “We know,” said Martin.
  


  
    “It’s just a formality,” said Brendan.
  


  
    “But an important one,” said Hal. “This is the longest we’ve had without a king and our second civil war since the founding of the Kingdom. We need to show our support for Edward. Even shirt-tail cousins like us have to be clearly behind the new king.”
  


  
    “There are no other claimants for the Crown — unless Montgomery has developed ambitions?” said Martin.
  


  
    Hal shook his head.
  


  
    “Then at least the ceremony will be relatively short.”
  


  
    “Or so Jim Dasher assured me,” replied Hal.
  


  
    Brendan stood up, suppressing a yawn. “When did you see a temple ceremony that was short? I’m for bed.”
  


  
    “Me too,” said Martin.
  


  
    Both brothers bade Hal a good night and left. He called for servants to clear away the plates and cups, and went to his bedchamber. He walked to the window where a pale, large moon was rising, the little moon already high in the sky, and saw the ships at anchor in the bay of Rillanon. He felt so different from when he had last seen that vista, as he prepared to play his part in the war.
  


  
    He sighed and decided to turn in. The war might be over, but his service to the Crown would go on for years to come. Martin and Bethany would wed as soon as they could, perhaps in the next few weeks, given the chaos on the Far Coast and her father arriving for the meeting of the Congress. Brendan? Hal smiled. His youngest brother would probably become Ty Hawkins’s comrade-in-arms, carousing in every tavern, inn, gaming house, and brothel in the Sea of Kingdoms before he settled down.
  


  
    Hal stared out at the few lights aboard ships in the harbour and couldn’t keep his thoughts from speeding across the sea to Roldem, where … He let the thought drift away. His future was to serve the nation, and being with the woman he loved would not be part of that, so he tried to turn his mind away from the most beautiful face he had ever beheld to a meeting of critical importance on the morrow.
  


  
    Sleep was very slow in coming.
  


  
    

  


  
    The Congress of Lords was subdued and there was simmering anger below the surface. Some of those within the chamber had been opposing one another on the battlefield just a short time earlier, or had been bitter political rivals before that. The leaders who supported Oliver were either dead or in prison, but many of their vassals had received a blanket pardon from Edward, as they were only obeying their lawful masters.
  


  
    Yet all here bowed to the inevitable: they were here to see a king crowned. Three young men stood ready to advance their claim to the throne, by right of blood, though all three would defer to the man who reclined in a veritable sea of cushions nearby. Edward’s colour looked better to Hal, though he still appeared very weak. He sat back patiently in a sedan chair that had been carried in.
  


  
    All wore the red mantles of the princes of the Kingdom, though Hal felt self-conscious in his. Martin seemed indifferent, only having eyes for Bethany, who stood in the gallery with other minor noble families; while Brendan positively preened in his. Hal whispered to his youngest brother, “No, you can’t wear it to impress the tavern girls in the city.”
  


  
    Brendan’s mouth opened and he said, “How did you—”
  


  
    Gongs rang and Ishapian high priests entered the hall. The ancient vaulted room was used only for formal meetings between the king and the Congress, and to crown a new monarch. It reeked of history. Following the Ishapians were sixteen priests, each from one of the four greater and twelve lesser orders. Hal noticed that some of them were very young and nervous and began to wonder just how much truth there was in the rumours that a large number of priests had been killed by some as-yet unrevealed cataclysm.
  


  
    The sound of large bolts being thrown to lock up the side doors, as was traditional, echoed through the hall, and a sense of solemnity settled over the proceedings. An Ishapian closed the last door into the hall and affixed a wax seal to it, and Hal wondered whether it was a magic seal as the old tales told, meaning no one could break it save the priest until a king was crowned.
  


  
    The most senior Ishapian came to stand before the throne, facing the four claimants to it. He struck his staff on the floor, evenly sixteen times, one for each of the gods, and then intoned, “We come to crown the king!”
  


  
    “Ishap bless the king,” said the other priests.
  


  
    “In the name of Ishap, the one god over all, and in the name of the four greater and twelve lesser gods, let all who have claim to the Crown come forth!”
  


  
    Four guards picked up Edward’s sedan chair and carried him forward two steps, while the three brothers moved as one.
  


  
    The Ishapian came to stand before Brendan. “Now is the hour and here is the place.” He touched Brendan on the shoulder with his staff. “By what right do you come before us?” Brendan felt a sudden compulsion and realized the staff possessed magic preventing him from speaking anything but the truth. As he had been coached, he answered, “By right of birth.”
  


  
    The priest repeated the question to the other three, then returned to stand before Brendan. “State your name and your claim,” he said.
  


  
    Brendan replied, “I am Brendan conDoin, son of Henry, of the royal blood,” as he had been instructed.
  


  
    Then he moved before Martin and repeated the question.
  


  
    Martin answered, “I am Martin conDoin, son of Henry, of the royal blood.”
  


  
    Another step to the right and he stood before Hal. He repeated the question a third time.
  


  
    Hal answered, “I am Henry, son of Henry, of the royal blood,” and there was a slight murmur in the hall.
  


  
    The priest came before Edward, who sat up as well as he could. The priest placed the staff on Edward’s shoulder and asked, “State your name and your claim.”
  


  
    Edward said, “I am Edward, Prince of Krondor, and I make no claim.”
  


  
    The room erupted.
  


  
    The priest slammed the iron-shod staff on the floor several times to silence the crowd. “You make no claim?” he asked Edward.
  


  
    “My mother was of the royal blood. I have a lesser claim.”
  


  
    The High Priest of Ishap seemed uncertain of what he was hearing. Tradition dictated that only men with claims come forward, and he had no idea what to say. He almost spluttered, then asked, “Do you not press that claim, Prince of Krondor?”
  


  
    There was a momentary silence, and Prince Edward said, “No, I do not.” He motioned to Charles du Bas-Tyra who came forward and handed a scroll to the priest. “I had the duke witness this before I was injured, in case I did not survive to see this day. I renounce my claim as heir. Moreover, as I have no male issue, I have named Henry conDoin, second of that name, as my heir. I could be no more certain of his worth for the Crown if I had the honour to be his father and he my son.”
  


  
    Again the room was alive with low voices, questions and accusations, assertions and denials. The iron heel of the staff struck the stones. The priest looked from face to face and said, “As the heir has renounced his claim, and it was witnessed and here affirmed, so be it.”
  


  
    The High Priest of Ishap motioned for another priest to bring him the cushion upon which rested the ancient crown of the Isles. “Now is the hour and here is the place. We are here to witness the coronation of His Majesty, Henry, fifth of that name, as our true king. Are there any here who challenge his right?” Several lords looked dour, but all those who would have been violently opposed were either dead or in chains. He spoke to Hal. “Will you, Henry, take up this burden and be our king?”
  


  
    Hal stood speechless. For a long moment he tried to understand what was happening. The Duke of Bas-Tyra whispered, “Say yes, Hal, before we start another civil war!”
  


  
    Hal looked at Martin who was nodding encouragingly, then to Brendan who seemed caught halfway between shock and elation; Hal then saw an emphatic “yes” mouthed by Lady Bethany. Behind them, almost in the shadows, stood Jim Dasher speaking quietly with Ty Hawkins, and both gave him a quick nod. Hal took a deep breath and swallowed hard, then said, “I will be your king.”
  


  
    There was a lull and then the room was filled with voices — a few at first, then rising quickly as even those who had been in opposition to Edward realized that a great danger had been averted and that peace was restored.
  


  
    A priest of Sung approached and motioned to two others who took Hal’s red mantle from his shoulders, replacing it with the purple mantle of kingship. The simple, ancient gold circlet was placed on Hal’s brow.
  


  
    The priest intoned, “Now is the hour and here is the place. Do you, Henry conDoin, son of Henry, of the line of kings, swear to defend and protect the Kingdom of the Isles, faithfully serving her people, to provide for their welfare, weal and prosperity?”
  


  
    “I, Henry, do so swear and avow.”
  


  
    The high priest led Henry to the throne, where he sat down. Then the priest knelt and took Henry’s hand in his, kissing his ducal signet, which would be replaced with a king’s, and then rose. An ancient sword, traditionally held to have once belonged to Dannis, the first conDoin King, was brought out and placed across Henry’s knees.
  


  
    “Now it is past the hour of our choosing,” said the old priest. “I hereby proclaim Henry, fifth of that name, our right, true, and undisputed king!”
  


  
    The crowd responded with “Hail Henry! Long live the king!”
  


  
    The priests of Ishap began a chant and the wax seal was broken, and all in the Congress came and bowed before their new monarch. Hal was so overcome he barely had enough wit to motion Martin and Brendan to come stand beside him. When, at last, Prince Edward was carried up, Hal left the throne and came to him, extending his ring-hand so Edward wouldn’t have to attempt to mount the dais to the throne.
  


  
    “Why?” asked Hal.
  


  
    Edward smiled. “As I said, I hope you forgive me. Why? Because it was the only choice, my king. An ancient and honourable line is again reborn and takes its rightful place ruling our land. I could never have sons, but if I had, I could not be more proud nor love them more than you, my king.” Tears ran down Edward’s face as he said, “I am your most loyal servant.”
  


  
    “You will stay with me,” said Hal, his own eyes welling with tears, “and for years to come I will count on your wisdom.”
  


  
    The Duke of Bas-Tyra came to stand next to Hal. “Majesty, before the gala begins tonight, we have some less pleasant duties. There are some nobles residing in less hospitable quarters here in the palace, notably Chadwick of Ran.”
  


  
    Hal said, “Keep him comfortable, and when Oliver’s ransom arrives, toss Chadwick in as a gift. He can go live with Oliver in Maladon. He’s banished from the Kingdom on pain of death. The others we’ll review tomorrow. I’ll hear their pleas one at a time. Those that swear fealty may retain their rank and holdings. Those that will not are free to follow Oliver and Chadwick east.”
  


  
    Bas-Tyra nodded. “We’ll talk on this more in the morning, majesty. A few of them really need to be hanged.” He bowed and departed.
  


  
    Seemingly out of nowhere, servants appeared and old Duke James of Rillanon followed them. “That turned out better than I hoped,” he said. Bowing, he said, “Majesty. Go rest and get ready. You will find tonight’s gala is but the first of many to come over the years, and they can be as tedious as a high mass on a holy day.”
  


  
    Jim Dasher and the Lady Franciezka Sorboz were waiting in the king’s private chambers when the three brothers arrived. Hal didn’t wait for them to bow, but said, “Did you put this idea into Edward’s head, Jim?”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “On the contrary, majesty. It was my idea to have Edward take the Crown, name you heir when no one was looking, then abdicate in a few years. His objection to that was health, obviously, but also that it would give the plotters time to reorganize and we might be looking at another war.” Glancing at Lady Franciezka he said, “In retrospect, his idea was better. Assuming you don’t conspire to get yourself killed, majesty, your political enemies will have to wait a very long time to try to seize the Crown.”
  


  
    Hal realized he was still wearing the traditional circlet and took it off, tossing it on a table, which almost caused a servant to faint in horror. The man scrambled to pick it up and put it back on its velvet cushion.
  


  
    “Political enemies?” said Brendan, in a dry tone. “You’ve come up in the world, brother.”
  


  
    “He gained them less than an hour ago,” said Lady Franciezka. “And allies,” she added. “Prince Albér of Roldem will act as his father’s envoy to the Isles and will offer you Roldem’s undying friendship before all at the gala tonight.”
  


  
    “Welcome news,” said Martin. “From what I’ve seen and been told, we would have stood far less chance of victory without Roldem’s aid.”
  


  
    Jim nodded. “I think we would have prevailed, but not as easily. Roldem’s part in this gave us swifter victory and fewer dead.”
  


  
    Hal sat and realized everyone else was still standing. “Oh, sit down,” he said with a wave of his hand. “This will take some getting used to.”
  


  
    Jim came over and put his hand on the new king’s shoulder. “Sire, it will, but you have years ahead of you, and friends.”
  


  
    Lord James entered, walking slowly. He bowed as low as health permitted and gladly accepted a chair brought to him by a servant. “Now, before anything else, majesty, we need to arrive at some decisions to be announced at the gala tonight.” He smiled when he saw a tray of cups and a pitcher of wine arrive. He waited until Hal was offered the first and waved it off, then gladly took one. “You may wish to change your mind, majesty.”
  


  
    “Lord James,” said the newly crowned king. “When we’re alone, call me Hal.”
  


  
    “That I will not do, majesty,” said the old noble. “From now on you are more than Henry conDoin of Crydee: you are the Kingdom of the Isles. When the Emperor of Great Kesh speaks to you, it is Kesh speaking to Isles.” With a wag of his finger and a scolding tone, he added, “You cannot afford to forget you are no longer just one man, but the embodiment of a nation.” The old duke settled back in his chair. “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. The first order of business, sire, is that you need to accept my retirement. I’m abdicating my office. I’m too old for any more of this foolishness.”
  


  
    Hal realized that he was now the sole arbiter of some of the most critical matters of state. “I am sorry to hear that, my lord. Your counsel is most welcome.”
  


  
    James said, “Sire, I will not be dying for a few more weeks.” He shrugged. “I may even manage to squeeze out a year or two more. But we need to make changes, and now. As the court is reeling from them already, a few more won’t matter.”
  


  
    Hal looked at Jim Dasher.
  


  
    The man of many titles and roles held up his hands. “I’m resigning too, majesty, if you’ll permit.” He saw the look of confusion on Hal’s face and said, “My role has not been compromised, but ended. I can no longer play the part of the minor Kingdom noble who holds office by dint of his grandfather’s rank. After the disaster that was Sir William Alcorn and the assaults on the royal houses in Kesh and Roldem, our entire intelligence apparatus needs rebuilding, from the top down.”
  


  
    Hal was silent for a moment, then said, “I assume you have a suitable replacement in mind?”
  


  
    “Very much so, majesty. We’ll speak of this in private later, if you permit.”
  


  
    “What of you, then?” asked Hal.
  


  
    “I intend to leave Rillanon and build a home on a tidy little island to the south-west of here.” He looked at the Lady Franciezka.
  


  
    She smiled. “My role is also at an end, your majesty. I will also be retiring and moving to … a new home.”
  


  
    Hal laughed. “Well, I expect if we lose your services—” He saw Duke Lord James shake his head slightly and mouth the word “we.”
  


  
    Still laughing, Hal said, “We expect if we lose your services, it’s a good thing you’re both off on an island somewhere where you can do little damage.” He looked at Lord James. “My lord, who then to replace you in Rillanon?”
  


  
    “Earl Montgomery,” said James. “He’s an able administrator, one of your very distant cousins, and while he’s no one’s idea of a genius, he’s very clever in his own way. Find someone to replace him as earl of the city and you’ll do well.”
  


  
    “I’ll follow your advice … we’ll follow your advice,” said Hal. “Damn, that’s going to take some getting used to.”
  


  
    “Krondor,” said James. “You need a strong hand in Krondor.”
  


  
    Without hesitation, Hal said, “Martin. There can be no other. He’s as strong and smart and honourable a man as a brother could wish for, and he will be our rock in the west. He will also be next in line for the throne until I wed and have a son.”
  


  
    Brendan grinned as Martin looked surprised. Brendan said, “I expect this means Countess Marriann will get over Beth not marrying a duke.” He turned and saw Hal staring at him. “What?” His grin faded. “I mean, what, your majesty?”
  


  
    “You are my new Earl of Rillanon.”
  


  
    “Why, majesty? There are many others…”
  


  
    Hal held up his hand. “We need to keep you close. You were enough trouble being a duke’s brat. The king’s brother? I need you on a short leash. Besides, underneath that boyish manner and carefree attitude, you hide a practical mind and solid resolve. I’ll need both.”
  


  
    Brendan didn’t look pleased, but the others smiled. Jim Dasher said, “I have a list of names, majesty, of people who deserve some special acknowledgement for their roles in the recent war. We’ll go over it later, but there are a few empty offices to fill and these names should be given special consideration.” While others had rested after returning from the battle at the Fields of Albalyn, Jim had read reports long into the night and had made copious notes and a list of recommendations for Hal. A Captain du Gale of Silden, and a Sergeant Cribbs from Salador, as well as others Jim had met in his travels during the war or read about in reports, would discover that their names were on that list. Du Gale didn’t know it yet, but he was about to become the new Duke of Salador and Cribbs would be the Knight-Marshal of the city. Both had been summoned to Rillanon and now waited in quarters in the city to be called to the palace.
  


  
    Hal said, “Make sure the Earl of LaMut’s name is there, as well. He’s a unique man.”
  


  
    “It will be done, majesty.”
  


  
    Lord James said, “Let us depart with his majesty’s permission, and let the lad rest.”
  


  
    Hal waved permission and pointed to his brothers. “Stay.”
  


  
    The others filed out and at the last, Hal waved Jim Dasher over. “Another name: Tyrone Hawkins.”
  


  
    Martin said, “I haven’t seen Ty since we got here, save for the ceremony when he was hiding in the corner with you.”
  


  
    Jim smiled. “His name is the first on the list, majesty.”
  


  
    “Your replacement?” asked Hal. Jim nodded. “Of course.” Hal laughed. “I would never have guessed.”
  


  
    “That was the idea, majesty,” said Jim. “I’ve groomed him for years. If you had guessed, I didn’t train him well enough.”
  


  
    “Does his father know?”
  


  
    Jim shook his head. “I think Tal suspects, but he doesn’t know. Both Hawkinses are good men, but they are servants of the Conclave as much as of the Kingdoms of the Isles and Roldem. Ty will put the Crown’s needs foremost. Tal’s loyalties are more divided: the Conclave saved his life as a boy.”
  


  
    “So where is Ty now?”
  


  
    “In my quarters, finishing some reports I couldn’t get to, and adding his own recommendations to that list, but he’ll be dressed and ready in time for you to name him Baron of the King’s Court at tonight’s gala in reward for his services to the Crown. More rank than that will draw notice, but because he’s not landed, he can move around easily at need.”
  


  
    “You’ve been planning this for a while?”
  


  
    “It’s the nature of the craft, majesty,” grinned Jim Dasher. “Ty is picking out his successor and will start the process of grooming him very soon. It’s a necessity.” He leaned over so that only Hal could hear. “When the time is right, Ty will tell you all you need to know. And there will be things that only you and he can know, majesty.”
  


  
    Jim turned to Martin. “I don’t envy you, highness. Reports are starting to trickle in. The west is in shambles. Something on an unimaginable scale has occurred east of your old home. When I know more, I will of course make a full report. But you may discover Yabon and Crydee are not what they were before.”
  


  
    Brendan said, “We really should send someone home to look at what’s going on, Hal.”
  


  
    “We will,” said the king. “Now, is there anything else I need to know before I try to get some rest?”
  


  
    “Just a hundred other appointments, a few state marriages to arrange, and some execution warrants to sign, but they can wait until later.”
  


  
    Jim bowed and as he turned to the door, Hal said, “Lady Franciezka? Are you to wed?”
  


  
    Jim smiled and it was as genuine an expression of pleasure as Hal had ever seen from him. “I don’t think I have a choice, do I?” He bowed and left the room.
  


  
    A knock came at the door and Brendan looked from face to face, then said, “All right, I’ll get it.” Martin and Hal both laughed.
  


  
    Brendan opened the door and his mother came into the room and embraced him. The Duchess Carolyn could barely contain her tears of joy. Ignoring rank and formality, she hugged her boys as she found them, Martin after Brendan.
  


  
    Hal embraced her and said, “Mother, why didn’t you come straight away?”
  


  
    “I was told you were involved with matters of state … your majesty.”
  


  
    “You never need to wait when you need to see me, Mother.”
  


  
    Brendan stuck his head out of the door and called, “More wine for the king!” not bothering to notice which servant hurried off. He closed it and smiled, saying, “This business of being the king’s brother has some advantages.”
  


  
    

  


  
    The gala was festive, as the Master of Ceremonies had spent months planning it, due to the long delay in crowning a new king. Hal endured the obeisance of everyone who attended, spending hours watching people he barely knew kneel before him and pledge their love and devotion.
  


  
    When at last the formal part of the evening was over, he rose and read from a proclamation prepared by Jim, pardoning a few nobles he scarcely knew, pronouncing an end to further enmity and promising to be a wise and just ruler.
  


  
    Prince Albér of Roldem had been presented earlier as envoy of his father, King Carole, and he spoke for a moment to Martin, who nodded and mounted the three steps of the dais and whispered, “Hal, Albér just said the oddest thing.”
  


  
    “What?” said King Henry, the fifth of that name.
  


  
    “He said his mother said to tell you, ‘Ask again.’ ”
  


  
    Hal sat back, and tried his best to keep from grinning like a fool.
  


  



  • Epilogue •


  


  Crydee


  
    

  


  
    The storm had passed.
  


  
    The man in the black robes and slouch hat leaned on his staff and watched as the boy moved nimbly among the rocks, stopping to scoop up crabs, rockclaws, and other shellfish that had been swept into the tide pools by the storm that had passed earlier in the day. He was a smallish boy with black hair and sun-tanned skin, dressed in homespun shorts and a tunic.
  


  
    The man walked toward the boy slowly, so as not to startle him by coming out of the trees unexpectedly. The boy popped a particularly large crab into his sack and looked up. Seeing the stranger, he smiled and nodded. The boy had dark eyes and ordinary features, though his manner made him appear engaging. “Hello!” he shouted brightly.
  


  
    The man in black smiled in return, brushing his long white hair aside. “Fetching in dinner?”
  


  
    “That I am, sir. The storm always drives an abundance into the pools and today is my day to fetch out as much as I can carry, so we can have a hot chowder tonight.” The boy’s manner was bright and easy and he seemed genuinely cheerful.
  


  
    “I wandered in the woods during the storm,” said the tall man as he leaned on his old walking stick. “Where exactly am I?”
  


  
    The boy laughed, a joyous noise. “You are in Crydee, sir. How can you not know?”
  


  
    The man smiled. “I expected I was in Crydee, but where in Crydee?”
  


  
    “Oh,” said the boy. “A few miles to the south of the town and the keep. I’ll walk there with you.”
  


  
    “That would be welcome.”
  


  
    They started up the path leading to the road and the tall man said, “I am called Magnus.”
  


  
    The boy cocked his head for a moment. “That is an unusual name, sir, if you don’t mind me saying. I am named Phillip.”
  


  
    “A pleasure, Phillip,” said Magnus. As they walked to the road and turned north, he asked, “Who rules here?”
  


  
    “Why, King Henry and Queen Stephané, sir. King Henry was Duke of Crydee before he took the Crown in far-off Rillanon, as was his father before him. The reeve rules the castle for him, and the Baron of Carse is his Knight-Marshal in the West.”
  


  
    “So, no Duke of Crydee.”
  


  
    The boy shrugged. “The king still holds the title, sir, but you can better ask the reeve.” Then his expression brightened. “Or you can ask my father. He knows everything.”
  


  
    “Your father?”
  


  
    “My father is the keep’s cook,” said the boy.
  


  
    “So, you’re an apprentice to the castle’s cook?”
  


  
    “Not really,” said the boy. “I have another month before the Choosing. The truth is, I’m not a very good cook.”
  


  
    “What do you dream of, boy?”
  


  
    The boy laughed aloud. “I dream of many things, sir. I dream of far-off lands, and places I will never see. I wonder what is beyond the stars, and I wish I knew more about … everything!” He laughed again.
  


  
    “You do like to laugh,” observed Magnus.
  


  
    “Truth to tell, my mother claims I was born laughing. Everyone says that I enjoy things more than others.” His face was alight. “And why wouldn’t I? I have a family and a home and I eat well,” he said, hefting the bag of crustaceans. “I would like to travel, but we can’t have all we wish, can we?”
  


  
    “You might be surprised,” said Magnus as they crested a small rise in the road and the town and keep came into view. “Have you thought of apprenticing as something other than in the kitchen?”
  


  
    “I have little aptitude for anything. I’m clumsy when it comes to working the boats, and have little gift for weapons. I’m too small to work the forge, and … well, the only thing I’m good at is reading.”
  


  
    “You read?”
  


  
    “Everything! Father Ignatius taught me. There’s a tower in the keep, full of books, and I’ve read them all.”
  


  
    Magnus paused. “Do you understand them?”
  


  
    “Almost,” said Phillip. “Some of the time I feel like I almost know what things mean. Some of the books are about other places, histories, and geography, but others are about how things work. I wish I understood those better.”
  


  
    “Perhaps if Father Ignatius doesn’t object, I might look at those books and lend you a hand?”
  


  
    “I think that would be all right, sir,” said the boy as they trudged along the muddy road leading to Crydee town. “Have you been here before, sir?”
  


  
    “Many years ago,” said Magnus. “Many, many years ago.”
  


  
    “Crydee is hard to get to now,” said Phillip, showing off his knowledge of things. “You have to come by ship now, through the Straits of Darkness. It used to be there was a highway from Crydee to Ylith, in the Duchy of Yabon, but that’s no longer there.”
  


  
    “Why is that?” asked Magnus as they neared the edge of the town.
  


  
    “No one is sure, but apparently something terrible happened there before I was born. A massive change and, well, to be truthful, as strange as it sounds, to the east once rose mountains.”
  


  
    The forest blocked out any vista to the east, but no mountains rose up behind it. Magnus said, “What happened?”
  


  
    “No one is certain. A great magic, they say.” The boy shrugged. “Now there’s only a giant pit, below a promontory. My father took me there once, and I got to stand on the rocks and look down into the crater. People call it the Sunken Lands, that crater.”
  


  
    “Interesting,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “The rocks have a very odd name, too.”
  


  
    “What would that be?”
  


  
    “They call the rocks Magician’s End.”
  


  
    Magnus closed his eyes for a moment. Then he said, “Indeed, that is an odd name.” He paused, then asked, “Have you considered apprenticing as a magician?”
  


  
    The boy laughed aloud, sounding delighted at the idea. “Can you do that?”
  


  
    “We’ll see,” said Magnus as they reached the edge of the town. “I am something of a magician, or so others have claimed, and I am in need of an apprentice, Phillip.”
  


  
    “Oh, no one calls me Phillip,” said the boy. “Though it is my name and my mother said it was important to introduce myself that way.”
  


  
    “Well, what do they call you, then?
  


  
    “Everyone in the town calls me Pug, sir.”
  


  
    Magnus stopped and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Why?”
  


  
    “I don’t know exactly, sir. It was just one of those things that happens. Someone called me that and it stuck.” He seemed pleased to tell the story.
  


  
    “You seem a happy lad,” said Magnus.
  


  
    “Mother says I am the happiest boy she has ever seen.” He lost his grin and said, “Were you serious about me being a magician, sir?”
  


  
    Magnus nodded and they walked on in silence.
  


  
    As they entered the town Magnus looked around and said, “So much has changed.” Then he looked down at the boy beside him. “Yet some things are very familiar.” He patted Pug’s shoulder. “Let us go meet your father, and the reeve, and Father Ignatius, and when it’s time you and I will sit and discuss the subject of magic. You may have some knack for it.”
  


  
    Magnus knew for certain that would prove to be the case.
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