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The Di anond Throne

Davi d Eddi ngs

El | eni um

book 1

Spar hawk, Pandi on Kni ght, and Queen's Chanpi on have returned to El enia
after ten years of exile, only to find young Queen Ehl anda trapped in
a bl ock of ensorcelled crystal. As Sparhawk sets out to find a cure
for Ehlana, he discovers that only he can defeat the evil plots that
threaten her rule.....

Pr ol ogue
Ghwerig and the Bhelliom- Fromthe Legends of the Troll-Gods

At the dawn of time, |ong before the ancestors of
Styricum sl ouched, fur-clad and cl ub-w el di ng, out of
the mountains and forests of Zenoch onto the plains of
central Eosia, there dwelt in a deep cavern |ying beneath
the perpetual snows of northern Thal esia a dwarfed and
m sshapen Troll named Ghwerig. Now, Ghwerig was
an outcast by reason of his ugliness and his overwhel m ng
greed, and he | aboured al one in the depths of
the earth, seeking gold and precious gens that he night
add to the treasure-hoard which he jeal ously guarded.
Finally there cane a day when he broke into a deep
gallery far beneath the frozen surface of the earth and
beheld by the light of his flickering torch a deep bl ue
genmstone, larger than his fist, enbedded in the wall.
Trembling with excitement in all his gnarled and twi sted
Iinmbs, he squatted on the floor of that passage and
gazed with longing at the huge jewel, knowing that its
val ue exceeded that of the entire hoard which he had
| aboured for centuries to acquire. Then he began with
great care to cut away the surroundi ng stone, chip by
chip, so that he might Iift the precious gemfromthe
spot where it had rested since the world began. And as
more and nore it emerged fromthe rock, he perceived
that it had a peculiar shape, and an idea came to him
Could he but renove it intact, he mght by careful
carving and polishing enhance that shape and thus
i ncrease the value of the gem a thousand-fol d.
When at | ast he gently took the jewel fromits rocky
bed, he carried it straightaway to the cave wherein lay his
wor kshop and his treasure-hoard. Indifferently, he
shattered a di anmond of incal cul able worth and fashi oned
fromits fragnments tools with which he mght carve and
shape the gem whi ch he had found.
For decades, by the light of snoky torches, Ghwerig
patiently carved and polished, muttering all the while
the spells and incantations which would infuse this
priceless gemwith all the power for good or ill of the
Trol | - Gods. When at | ast the carving was done, the gem
was in the shape of a rose of deepest sapphire blue. And
he naned it Bhelliom the flower-gem and he believed
that by its might all things mght be possible for him
But though Bhelliomwas filled with all the power of
the Troll-CGods, it would not yield up that power unto its
m sshapen and ugly owner, and Ghweri g pounded his
fists in rage upon the stone floor of his cavern. He
consulted with his Gods and made offerings to them of
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heavy gold and bright silver, and his Gods revealed to
himthat there nust be a key to unlock the power of
Bhelliom lest its mght be unleashed by the whimof any

who came upon it. Then the Troll-Gods told Ghwerig

what he nust do to gain nastery over the gem which he

had wought. Taking the shards which had fallen unnoticed
in the dust about his feet as he had | aboured to

shape the sapphire rose, he fashioned a pair of rings. O

finest gold were the rings, and each was nounted with a
pol i shed oval fragnent of Bhelliomitself. Wen it was
done, he placed the rings one on each of his hands and

then lifted the sapphire rose. The deep, gl ow ng bl ue of

the stones nounted in his rings fled back into Bhelliom
itself, and the jewels that adorned his tw sted hands

were now as pal e as dianond. And as he held the

flower-gem he felt the surge of its power, and he
rejoiced in the know edge that the jewel he had w ought
had consented to yield to him

As the uncounted centuries rolled by, great were the

wonders Ghweri g w ought by the power of Bhelliom

But the Styrics cane at last into the land of the Trolls.

When the El der Gods of Styricum |l earned of Bhelliom

each in his heart coveted it by reason of its power. But
Ghweri g was cunning and he seal ed up the entrances to

his cavern with enchantnents to repel their efforts to

wrest Bhelliomfrom him

Now at a certain time, the Younger CGods of Styricum

took counsel with each other, for they were disquieted
about the power which Bhelliomwould confer upon

whi chever God cane to possess it, and they concl uded

that such might should not be unloosed in the earth.

They resolved then to render the stone powerless. O
their nunber they selected the ninble Goddess Aphrae

for the task. Then Aphrael journeyed to the north, and,
by reason of her slight form she was able to wiggle her
way through a crevice so small that Ghwerig had

negl ected to seal it. Once she was within the cavern,
Aphrael lifted her voice in song. So sweetly she sang that
Ghwerig was all benused by her nelody, and he felt no
alarm at her presence. So it was that Aphrael lulled him
When, with dreany snile, the Troll-Dwarf closed his

eyes, she tugged the ring fromoff his right hand and
replaced it with a ring set with a common di anond.
Ghwerig started up when he felt the tug, but when he

| ooked at his hand, a ring still encircled his finger, and he
sat hi m down again and took his ease, delighting in the
song of the Goddess. \When once again, in sweet reverie,
hi s eyes dropped shut, the ninble Aphrael tugged the

ring fromoff his left hand, replacing it with yet another
ring nounted with yet another dianond. Again Ghwerig
started to his feet and | ooked with alarmat his |eft hand,
but he was reassured by the presence there of a ring

whi ch | ooked for all the world |like one of the pair which
he had fashi oned fromthe shards of the flower-gem
Aphrael continued to sing for himuntil at |last he | apsed
into deep slunber. Then the Goddess stole away on

silent feet, bearing with her' the rings which were the
keys to the power of Bhelliom

Now, upon a later day, Ghwerig lifted Bhelliom from

the crystal case wherein it lay that he might performa
task by its power, but Bhelliomwould not yield to him
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for he no | onger possessed the rings which were the keys
to its power. The rage of Ghwerig was beyond neasure,

and he went up and down in the | and seeking the

Goddess Aphrael that he might west his rings from her,
but he found her not, though for centuries he searched.
Thus it was for as long as Styricumheld sway over the
mount ai ns and plains of Eosia. But there cane a tine

when , the El enes rode out of the east and intruded
thenselves into this place. After centuries of random
wandering to and fro in the |land, sonme of their nunber
canme at last into far northern Thal esia and di spossessed
the Styrics and their Gods. And when the El enes heard of
Ghwerig and his Bhelliom they sought the entrances to
the Troll-Dwarf's cavern throughout the hills and valleys
of Thalesia, all hot with their lust to find and own the
fabl ed gem by reason of its incalcul able worth, for they
knew not of the power locked in its azure petals.

It fell at last to Adian of Thal esia, mghtiest and nost
crafty of the heroes of antiquity, to solve the riddle. At
peril of his soul, he took counsel with the Troll-Gods and
made offering to them and they relented and told him
that Ghwerig went abroad in the land at certain tines in
search of the Goddess Aphrael of Styricumthat he m ght
reclaima pair of rings which she had stolen fromhim but
of the true nmeaning of those rings they told himnot. And
Adi an journeyed to the far north and there he awaited
each twilight for a half-dozen years the appearance of
Ghweri g.

When at |ast the Troll-Dwarf appeared, Adian went up

to himin a dissenbling guise and told himthat he knew

where Aphrael mght be found and that he would revea

her location for a helnet full of fine yellow gold. Ghwerig

was decei ved and straightaway | ed Adian to the hidden
mout h of his cavern and he took the hero's hel mand

went into his treasure chanber and filled it to overflow ng
with fine gold. Then he energed again, sealing the
entrance to his cavern behind him And he gave Adi an

the gold, and Adi an deceived hi magain, saying that

Aphrael mght be found in the district of Horset on the

western coast of Thal esia. Ghwerig hastened to Horset to
seek out the Goddess. And once again Adian inpereled

his soul and inplored the Troll-Gods to break Ghwerig's
enchantments that he might gain entrance to the cavern
The capricious Troll-Gods consented and the enchantnents
wer e broken.

As rosy dawn touched the ice fields of the north into

flame, Adian energed from Ghwerig's cavern with
Bhelliomin his grasp. He journeyed straightaway to his
capital at Ensat and there he fashioned a crown for

hi msel f and surmounted it with Bhelliom

The chagrin of Ghwerig knew no bounds when he

returned enpty-handed to his cavern to find that not

only had he | ost the keys to the power of Bhelliom but

that the flower-gemitself was no |onger in his possession
Thereafter he usually lurked by night in the fields

and forests about the city of Ensat, seeking to reclaimhis

treasure, but the descendants of Adian protected it
closely and prevented himfrom approaching it.

Now as it happened, Azash, an Elder God of Styricum

had | ong yearned in his heart for possession of Bhelliom
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and of the rings which unlocked its power and he sent
forth his hordes out of Zenoch to seize the gens by force
of arnms. The kings of the west took up arnms to join with
the Knights of the Church to face the arnmies of O ha of
Zenoch and of his dark Styric God, Azash. And King
Sarak of Thal esia took ship with some few of his vassals
and sail ed south from Ensat, |eaving behind the roya
command that his earls were to follow when the nobilization
of all Thal esia was conplete. As it happened,
however, King Sarak never reached the great battlefield
on the plains of Lanorkand, but fell instead to a Zenoch
spear in an unrecorded skirm sh near the shores of Lake
Venne in Pelosia. A faithful vassal, though nortally
wounded, took up his fallen lord' s crown and struggl ed
his way to the marshy eastern shore of the |ake. There,
har d- pressed and dyi ng, he cast the Thal esian crown into
the murky, peat-clouded waters of the |ake, even as
Ghweri g, who had followed his |ost treasure, watched in
horror fromhis place of conceal ment in a nearby peat
bog. The Zenochs who had slain King Sarak inmediately

began to probe the brown-stained depths, that they

m ght find the crown and carry it in triunph to Azash,
but they were interrupted in their search by a colum of
Al ci one Kni ghts sweeping down out of Deira to join the
battl e in Lanorkand. The Al ciones fell upon the

Zenochs and slew themto the |ast man. The faithfu
vassal of the Thal esian ki ng was gi ven an honour abl e
burial, and the Alciones rode on, all unaware that the
fabl ed crown of Thal esia |ay beneath the turbid waters of
Lake Venne.

It is sonetines runoured in Pelosia, however, that on
moonl ess nights the shadowy form of the inmorta
Trol | -Dwarf haunts the marshy shore. Since, by reason of
his mal forned |inbs, Ghwerig dares not enter the dark
waters of the |l ake to probe its depths, he must creep
along the marge, alternately crying out his longing to
Bhel I i om and dancing in howing frustration that it wll
not respond to him

11

PART ONE

G mur a

*Chapterl

It was raining. A soft, silvery drizzle sifted down out of

the night sky and weathed around the bl ocky watchtowers of the city of
Cinmura, hissing in the torches on each side of the broad gate and naki ng
the stones of the road leading up to the city shiny and bl ack. A lone rider
approached the city. He was wapped in a dark, heavy traveller's cloak and
rode a tall, shaggy roan horse with a | ong nose and flat, vicious eyes. The
traveller was a big man, a bigness of |arge, heavy bone and ropy tendon
rather than of flesh. Hi s hair was coarse and bl ack, and at sone tine his
nose had been broken. He rode easily, but with the peculiar alertness of
the trained warrior. H s name was Sparhawk, a nman at |east ten years ol der
than he | ooked, who carried the erosion of his years not so nuch on his
battered face as in a half-dozen or so minor infirmties and disconforts
and in the several wi de purple scars upon his body which always ached in
danp weat her. Tonight, however, he felt his age, and he wished only for a
warm bed in the obscure inn which was his goal. Sparhawk was coni ng hone at
| ast after a decade of being soneone else with a different nanme in a
country where it al nost never rained, where the sun was a hamer poundi ng

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Davi...0-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (4 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:29 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

down on a bl eached white anvil of sand and rock and hard-baked clay, where
the walls of the buildings were thick and white to ward off the bl ows of
the sun, and where graceful women went to the wells in the silvery light of
early norning with large clay vessel s bal anced on their shoul ders and

bl ack veils across their faces. The big roan horse shuddered absently,
shaki ng the rain out of his shaggy coat, and approached the city gate,
stopping in the ruddy circle of torchlight before the gatehouse.

An unshaven gate guard in a rust-splotched breastplate and hel met, and with
a patched green cloak negligently hanging fromone shoul der, cane
unsteadily out of the gatehouse and stood swaying in Sparhawk's path.
"I"lIl need your name,' he said in a voice thick with

dri nk.

Sparhawk gave hima |long stare, then opened his cloak

to show the heavy silver anul et hanging on a chai n about

hi s neck.

The hal f-drunk gate guard's eyes w dened slightly,

and he stepped back a pace. 'Ch,' he said, "sorry, ny

Lord. Go ahead.'

Anot her guard poked his head out of the gatehouse.

"Who is it,, Raf?" he demanded.

"A Pandion Knight,' the first guard replied nervously.

"What's his business in G nmura?

"I don't question the Pandions, Bral,' the nman named

Raf answered. He smiled ingratiatingly up at Sparhawk.

"New man,' he said apol ogetically, jerking his thumb

back over his shoulder at his conrade. 'He'll learn in

time, ny Lord. Can we serve you in any way?'

"No,' Sparhawk replied, 'thanks all the same. You'd

better get in out of the rain, neighbour. You'll catch cold out
here.' He handed a small coin to the green cl oaked guard

and rode on into the city, Passing up the narrow, cobbled

street beyond the gate with the slow clatter of the big roan's

st eel - shod hooves echoi ng back fromthe buil di ngs.

The district near the gate was poor, with shabby, rundown houses standing
tightly packed beside each other with their upper floors projecting out
over the wet, littered street. Crude signs swiung creaking on rusty hooks in
the night wind, identifying this or that tightly shuttered shop on the
street-level floors. A wet, mserable-looking cur slunk across the street
with his ratlike tail between his legs. G herwi se, the street was dark and
enpty.

A torch burned fitfully at an intersection where

anot her street crossed the one upon which Sparhawk

rode. A sick young whore, thin and wapped in a shabby

bl ue cl oak, stood hopefully under the torch |ike a pale,

frightened ghost. 'Wuld you like a nice time, sir? she

whined at him Her eyes were wide and timd, and her

face gaunt and hungry.

He stopped, bent in his saddle, and poured a few snall

coins into her griny hand. 'Go home, little sister, ' he told

her in a gentle voice. '"it's late and wet, and there'll be no

custoners tonight.' Then he strai ghtened and rode on,

| eaving her to stare in grateful astonishnent after him

He turned down a narrow side' street clotted with

shadow and heard the scurry of feet sonewhere in the

rainy dark ahead of him H's ears caught a quick

whi spered conversation in the deep shadows sonewhere to his |eft.

The roan snorted and laid his ears back

"its nothing to get excited about,' Sparhawk told him

The big man's voice was very soft, al nost a husky
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whi sper. It was the kind of voice people turned to hear
Then he spoke nore |oudly, addressing the pair of

hoods lurking in the shadows. 'I'd like to acconmodate you, neighbours,' he
said, but it's late, and |I'm not

in the nobod for casual entertainment. Wiy don't you go
rob sonme drunk young nobl eman instead, and live to

steal another day?' To enphasize his words, he threw
back his danp cloak to reveal the |eather-bound hilt of
the plain broadsword belted at his side.

There was a quick, startled silence in the dark street,
followed by the rapid patter of fleeing feet.

The big roan snorted derisively. 'My sentinents exactly,"
Spar hawk agreed, pulling his cloak back around him
"Shall we proceed?

They entered a | arge square surrounded by hissing
torches where nost of the brightly col oured canvas
booths had their fronts rolled dowmn. A few forlornly
hopef ul enthusi asts remai ned open for business,
stridently bawing their wares to indifferent passers-by
hurrying home on a |l ate, rainy evening. Sparhawk

reined in his horse as a group of rowdy young nobl es

I urched unsteadily fromthe door of a seedy tavern,
shouting drunkenly to each other as they crossed the
square. He waited calmy until they vanished into a side
street and then | ooked around, not so nuch wary as
alert.' Had there been but a few nore people in the nearly
enpty square, even Sparhawk's trained eye m ght not

have noticed Krager. The man was of nedi um hei ght and

he was runpl ed and unkenpt. Hi s boots were nuddy,

and his maroon cape carel essly caught at the throat. He
sl ouched across the square, his wet, colourless hair

pl astered down on his narrow skull and his watery eyes

bl i nki ng nearsightedly as he peered about in the rain.
Sparhawk drew in his breath sharply. He hadn't seen
Krager since that night in Cppria, alnost ten years ago,
and the man had aged considerably. H s face was greyer
and nore pouchy-1ooking, but there could be no

guestion that it was Krager

Si nce qui ck novenents attracted the eye, Sparhawk's
reacti on was studi ed. He dismunted slowy and led his
big horse to a green canvas food vendor's stall, keeping
the ani mal between hinself and the nearsighted nman

in the nmaroon cape. 'Good evening, neighbour,' he said to
the brown-clad food vendor in his deadly quiet voice. '
have sonme business to attend to. 1'll pay you if you'l
wat ch ny horse.’

The unshaven vendor's eyes canme quickly alight.

"Don't even think it," Sparhawk warned. 'The horse

won't follow you, no matter what you do - but | will, and
you wouldn't like that at all. just take the pay and forget
about trying to steal the horse.'

The vendor | ooked at the big man's bl eak face,

swal | owed hard, and nade a jerky attenpt at a bow.

"What ever you say, ny Lord," he agreed' quickly, his

words tunbling over each other. 'I vow to you that your
noble mount will be safe with ne.’
' Nobl e what ?'

"Nobl e mount - your horse.'

"Ch, | see. |I'd appreciate that.

"Can | do anything else for you, ny Lord?

Spar hawk | ooked across the square at Krager's back
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"Do you by chance happen to have a bit of wire handy -
about so |ong?" He neasured out perhaps three feet with
hi s hands.

"I may have, my Lord. The herring kegs are bound with
wire. Let me |ook.'

Spar hawk crossed his arns and | eaned themon his

saddl e, watching Krager across the horse's back. The

past ten years, the blasting sun, and the wonen going to the
wells in the steely light of early norning fell away, and
qui te suddenly he was back in the stockyards outside
Cippria with the stink of dung and blood on him the

taste of fear and hatred in his nouth, and the pain of his
wounds maki ng hi mweak as his pursuers searched for
himw th their swords in their hands.

He pulled his mnd away fromthat, deliberately
concentrating on this nonent rather than the past. He
hoped that the vendor could find sone wire. Wre was

good. No noise, no ness, and with a little tine it could be
made to | ook exotic - the kind of thing one might expect
froma Styric or perhaps a Pelosian. It wasn't so nuch
Krager, he thought as the tense excitenent built in him
Krager had never been nore than a dim feeble adjunct to

Martel - an extension, another set of hands, just as the
ot her man, Adus, had never been nore than a weapon. It
was what Krager's death would do to Martel - that was

what nmattered.

"This is the best | could find, ny Lord,' the greasy-aproned food vendor
said respectfully, comng out of the

back of his canvas booth and hol ding out a | ength of

rusty, soft-iron wire. '"I'msorry. It isn't nuch.
"it's just fine,' Sparhawk replied, taking the wire. He
snapped the rusty strand taut between his hands. 'it's

perfect in fact.' Then he turned to his horse. 'Stay here,
Faran,' he said. The horse bared his teeth at him Sparhawk | aughed

softly and moved out into the square, sone distance
behind Krager. If the nearsighted man were found in

sonme shadowy doorway, bowed tautly backward with

the wire knotted about his neck and ankles and with his
eyes popping out of a blackened face, or face down in the
trough of sonme back-alley public urinal, that would
unnerve Martel, hurt him, perhaps even frighten him It
m ght be enough to bring himout into the open, and

Spar hawk had been waiting for years for a chance to

catch Martel out in the open. Carefully, his hands
conceal ed beneath his cloak, he began to work the Kkinks
out of his length of wire, even as he stal ked his quarry.
Hi s senses had beconme preternaturally alert. He could
clearly hear the guttering of the torches al ong the sides of
the square and see their orange flicker reflected in the
puddl es of water |ying anong the cobbl estones. That
reflected gl ow seemed for some reason very beauti ful
Sparhawk felt good - better perhaps than he had for ten
years.

"Sir Knight? Sir Sparhawk? Can that be you?

Startled, Sparhawk turned quickly, swearing under

his breath. The nan who had accosted hi mhad | ong,

el egantly curled blond hair. He wore a saffron-col oured
doubl et, |avender hose, and an apple-green cloak. His

wet maroon shoes were | ong and pointed, and his cheeks
were rouged. The small, useless sword at his side and his
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broad-brimed hat with its dripping plunme marked him

as a courtier, one of the petty functionaries and parasitic
hangers~on who infested the palace like vermn

"What are you doing back here in G mura? the fop
,demanded, his high-pitched, effem nate voice startled

"you were bani shed."

Spar hawk | ooked qui ckly at the man he had been

foll owi ng. Krager was nearing the entrance to a street

that opened into the square, and in a nonent he woul d

be out of sight. It was still possible, however. One qui ck,
hard bl ow woul d put this over-dressed butterfly before
himto sleep, and Krager would still be within reach

Then a hot disappointrment filled Sparhawk's nouth as a
detachnent of the watch marched into the square with

| unbering tread. There was no way now to di spose of

this interfering popinjay without attracting their attention
The | ook he directed at the perfumed man barring

his path was flat w th anger

The courtier stepped back nervously, glancing quickly

at the soldiers who were noving along in front of the
boot hs, checking the fastenings on the roll ed-down

canvas fronts. 'i insist that you tell ne what you're doing
back here,' he said, trying to sound authoritative.
"insist? You?' Sparhawk's voice was full of contenpt.

The other man | ooked quickly at the soldiers again,
seeki ng reassurance, then he straightened, boldly. '"I'm
taking you in charge, Sparhawk. | demand that you give

an account of yourself.' He reached out and grasped

Spar hawk' s arm

"Don't touch me,' Sparhawk spat out the words,

striking the hand away.

"You hit ne!' the courtier gasped, clutching at his hand
in pain. Sparhawk took the man's shoul der in one hand and

pulled himclose. "if you ever put your hands on ne
again, I'll rip out your guts. Now get out of ny way.
"Il call the watch,' the fop threatened.

"And how |l ong do you think you'll continue to live
after you do that?

"You can't threaten ne. | have powerful friends.

"But they're not here, are they? | am however.'

Spar hawk pushed himaway in di sgust and turned to

wal kK on across the square.

" You Pandi ons can't get away with this high-handed

behavi our any nore. There are laws in El enia now,' the
overdressed man called after himshrilly. "I'm going
straight to Baron Harparin. I'mgoing to tell himthat
you' ve come back to G mmura and about how you hit ne

and threatened ne.'

' Good,' Sparhawk replied without turning. 'Do that.'

He continued to walk away, his irritation and

di sappointnment rising to the point where he had to clench
his teeth tightly to keep hinself under control. Then an
idea cane to him It was petty even childish - but for
sonme reason it seenmed quite appropriate. He stopped

and straightened his shoulders, nuttering 'under his
breath in the Styric tongue, even as his fingers wove
intricate designs in the air in front of him He hesitated
slightly, groping for the word for carbuncle. He finally
settled for boil instead and conpl eted the incantation

He turned slightly, |ooked at his tornentor, and rel eased
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the spell. Then he turned back and continued on across
the square, smiling slightly to hinself. It was, to be sure,
quite petty, but Sparhawk was |ike that sonetines.

He handed the food vendor a coin for mnding Faran,

swung up into his saddle, and rode across the square in
the msty drizzle, a big man shrouded in a rough wool | en
cloak, astride an ugly-faced roan horse.

Once he was past the square, the streets were dark and
enpty again, with guttering torches hissing in the rain at
intersections and casting their dim sooty orange gl ow.
The sound of Faran's hooves was |loud in the enpty

Street. Sparhawk shifted slightly in his saddle. The
sensation he felt was very faint, a kind of Prickling of the
skin across his shoulders and up the back of his neck, but
he recogni zed it immedi ately. Someone was wat ching

him and the watcher was not friendly. Sparhawk shifted
again, carefully trying to nake the novenent appear to

be no nore than the unconfortable fidgeting of a

saddl e-weary traveller. H s right hand, however, was
conceal ed beneath his cloak, and it sought the hilt of his
sword. The oppressive sense of nml evol ence increased,

and then, in the shadows beyond the flickering torch at
the next intersection, he saw a figure robed and hooded
in a dark grey garnent that blended so well into the
shadows and wreathing drizzle that the watcher was

al nost i nvi si bl e.

The roan tensed his nuscles, and his ears flicked.

"Il see him Faran,' Sparhawk replied very quietly.

They continued on al ong the cobbl estone street, passing
through the pool of orange torchlight and on into the
shadowy street beyond. Sparhawk's eyes readjusted to

the dark, but the hooded figure had al ready vani shed up
sone all eyway or through one of the narrow doors al ong
the street. The sense of being watched was gone, and the
street was no |onger a place of danger. Faran noved on,
hi s hooves clattering on the wet stones.

The i nn which was Sparhawk's destination was on an
unobtrusive back street. It was gated at the front of its
central courtyard with stout oaken planks. Its walls were
peculiarly high and thick, and a single, dimlantern

gl owed besi de a nuch-weat hered wooden sign that

creaked mournfully as it swung back and forth in the
rain-filled night breeze. Sparhawk pulled Faran close to
the gate, |eaned back in his saddle, and kicked the

rai nbl ackened pl anks solidly with one spurred foot. There
was a peculiar rhythmto the kicks.

He waited.

Then the gate creaked i nward and the shadowy form

of a porter, hooded in black, |ooked out. He nodded
briefly, then pulled the gate wider to adnit Sparhawk.

The big knight rode into the rain-wet courtyard and
slow y di snrounted. The porter swng the gate shut and
barred it, then he pushed his hood back fromhis stee
hel m turned, and bowed. 'My Lord,' he greeted

Spar hawk respectfully.

'it's too late at night for formalities, Sir Knight,'

Spar hawk responded, also with a brief bow.

"Formality is the very soul of gentility, Sir Sparhawk,'
the porter replied ironically. 'l try to practise it whenever
I can.'
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"As you w sh.' Sparhawk shrugged. 'WII| you see to

my horse?

"CfF course. Your man, Kurik, is here.'

Spar hawk nodded, untying the two heavy | eat her bags
fromthe skirt of his saddle.

"I'"ll take those up for you, my Lord,' the porter offered.
"There's no need. where's Kurik?

First door at the top of the stairs. WII you want
supper ?'

Spar hawk shook his head. 'Just a bath and a warm

bed.' He turned to his horse, who stood dozing with one
hind | eg cocked slightly so that his hoof rested on its tip.
'Wake up, Faran,' he told the aninal.

Faran opened his eyes and gave hima flat, unfriendly
stare.

"Go with this knight,' Sparhawk instructed firmy.

‘don't try to bite him or kick him or pin himagainst the
side of the stall with your runp - and don't step on his
feet, either.'
The big roan briefly laid back his ears and then sighed.
Spar hawk | aughed. 'Gve hima few carrots,' he

instructed the porter.

"How can you tolerate this foul -tenpered brute, Sir

Spar hawk?"

"W're perfectly matched,' Sparhawk replied. 'it was a
good ride, Faran,' he said then to the horse. 'Thank you,
and sleep warm'
The horse turned his back on him

' Keep your eyes open, Sir Knight,' Sparhawk
cautioned the porter. "Someone was watching nme as |
canme here, and | got the feeling that it was a little nore
than idle curiosity."'
The knight porter's face hardened. 'I'll attend to it, ny
Lord,"' he said.
' Good.' Sparhawk turned and crossed the wet, glistening
stones of the courtyard and nounted the steps
|l eading to the roofed gallery on the upper floor of the inn
The inn was a well-kept secret that fewin G mura
knew about. Though ostensibly no different from any of
dozens of others, this particular establishnent was
owned and operated by the Knights Pandion, and it
provi ded a safe haven for any of their nunber who, for
one reason or another, were reluctant to avail thensel ves
of the facilities of their chapterhouse on the eastern
outskirts of the city.
At the top of the stairs, Sparhawk stopped and tapped

his fingertips lightly on the first door. After a nonent,
t he door opened. The nman inside was burly, and he had
iron-grey hair and a coarse, short-trimred beard. Hi s
hose and boots were of black |eather, and his |ong
wai stcoat was of the same material. A heavy dagger hung
fromhis belt, steel cuffs encircled his wists, and his
heavi |l y-nuscl ed arnms and shoul ders were bare. He was
not a handsone nan, and his eyes were as hard as
agates. 'You're late,' he said flatly.
"Afewinterruptions along the way,' Sparhawk replied
| aconically, stepping into the warm candlelit room The
bar e- shoul dered man cl osed t he door behind himand
slid the bolt with a solid clank. Sparhawk | ooked at him
"I trust you've been well, Kurik? he said to the man he
had not seen for ten years.
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' Passabl e. Get out of that wet cloak.'

Spar hawk grinned, dropped his saddl ebags to the

floor and undid the clasp of his dripping woollen cloak.
'How are Asl ade and the boys?

"Growing,' Kurik grunted, taking the cloak. 'My sons
are getting taller and Aslade's getting fatter. Farmlife
agrees with her.’

"You like plump wonmen, Kurik,' Sparhawk reni nded

his squire. 'That's why you married her.

Kuri k grunted again, looking critically at his Lord's

| ean frame. 'You haven't been eating, Sparhawk,' he
accused.

"Don't nother nme, Kurik. Sparhawk sprawled in a

heavy oak chair. He | ooked around. The room had a

stone fl oor and stone walls. The ceiling was low, with
heavy bl ack beans supporting it. A fire crackled in an

arched fireplace, filling the roomw th dancing |ight and
shadows. Two candl es burned on the table, and two
narrow cots stood, one against either wall. It was to the

heavy rack besi de the single blue-draped w ndow t hat

Spar hawk' s eyes went first, however. Hangi ng on that

rack was a full suit of arnour, enanelled shiny bl ack,

| eaning against the wall beside it was a large black shield
with the enblemof his famly, a hawk with flared w ngs
and with a spear in its talons, worked in silver upon its
face. Beside the shield stood a nmassive, sheathed
broadsword with a silver-bound hilt.

"you forgot to oil it when you left,' Kurik accused. 'it
took me a week to get the rust off. Gve nme your foot.' He
bent and worked of f one of Sparhawk's riding boots and
then the other. 'Wiy do you al ways have to walk in the
mud?' he growl ed, tossing the boots over beside the

fireplace. 'I've got a bath ready for you in the next room
he said then. '"Strip. | want to see those wounds of yours
anyway. '

Spar hawk sighed wearily and stood up. Wth his gruff
squire's peculiarly gentle help, he undressed.
you're wet clear through,' Kurik noted, touching his
Lord's clamry back with one rough, callused hand.
"Rain does that to people sonetines.'

"Did you ever see a surgeon about these? the squire
demanded, lightly touching the wi de purple scars on
Spar hawk' s shoul ders and | eft si de.

"A physician | ooked at them There wasn't a surgeon

handy, so |I left themto heal by thensel ves.
Kuri k nodded. 'it shows,' he said. 'Go and get in the
tub. I'Il fetch sonething for you to eat.'

"I"mnot hungry.'

That's too bad. You look |ike a skeleton. Now that

you're back, I'mnot going to |l et you wal k around in that
condition.'

"Way are you bullying nme, Kurik?

'Because |'mangry. You frightened ne half to death.

You' ve been gone for ten years, and there's been little
news - and all of it bad.' The gruff man's eyes grew
monentarily soft, and he roughly grasped Sparhawk's
shoulders in a grip that mght have brought a | esser nman
to his knees. '\l cone hone, ny Lord,' he said in a thick
Voi ce.

Spar hawk roughly enbraced his friend. 'Thank you,
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Kurik,' he said, his voice also thick. '"it's good to be back.
"All right,' Kurik said, his face hard again. 'Now get in
the tub. You stink.' And he turned on his heel and went
to the door.

Sparhawk sniled and wal ked into the next room He

stepped into the wooden tub and sank gratefully down

into the steam ng water. He had been another man with
another nane - a man called Mahkra - for so | ong now

that he knew that no sinple bath would wash that other
identity away, but it was good to relax and | et the hot
wat er and coarse soap rinse the dust of that dry,

sunbl asted coast fromhis skin. In a kind of detached reverie
as he washed his |l ean, scarred |linbs, he remenbered the
life he had | ed as Mahkra in the city of Jiroch in Rendor.
He remenbered the small, cool shop where, as an

untitled conmmoner, Mhkra had sold brass ewers,

candi ed sweetneats, and exotic perfunes while the

bright sunlight reflected blindingly fromthe thick, white
wal | s across the street. He remenbered the hours of
endless talk in the little wi ne shop on the corner, where
Mahkra had si pped sour, resinous Rendorish w ne by

the hour and had delicately, subtly, probed for the

i nformati on which was then passed on to his friend and
fell ow Pandion, Sir Voren - information concerning the
reawakeni ng of Eshandi st sentinent in Rendor, of secret
caches of arns hidden in the desert and of the activities of
the agents of Enperor Otha of Zenoch. He renenbered

the soft, dark nights filled with the clinging perfume of
Lillias, Mahkra's sul king m stress, and of the beginning
of each day when he had arisen and gone to the w ndow

to watch the wonen going to the wells in the steel-grey
Iight of sunless dawn. He sighed. 'And who are you

now, Sparhawk?' he asked hinmself softly. 'No |onger a
merchant in brass and candi ed dates and perfunes,
certainly, but once again a Knight Pandi on? A nmagici an?
The Queen's Chanpi on? Perhaps not. Perhaps no nore

than a battered and tired nman with a few too nany years
and scars and far too nmany skirmni shes behind him'

"Didn't it occur to you to cover your head while you

were in Rendor?' Kurik asked sourly from the doorway.

The burly squire held a robe and a rough towel. 'Wen a
man starts talking to himself, it's a sure sign that he's
been out in the sun too |ong.

"just musing, Kurik. |I've been a long tinme away from
hone, and it's going to take a while to get used to it again.
"You may not have a while. Did anyone recognize you

when you rode in?'

Spar hawk renenbered the fop in the square and

nodded. 'One of Harparin's toadies saw me in the square
near the west gate.

"That's it, then. You're going to have to present

yoursel f at the palace tonorrow, or Lycheas will have
C mura taken apart stone by stone searching for you.'
'Lycheas?"

"The Prince Regent - bastard son to Princess Arissa and
what ever drunken sail or or unhanged pi ckpocket got
hi m on her.'

Sparhawk sat up quickly, his eyes hardening. '| think
you' d better explain a few things, Kurik,' he said.

"Ehl ana's the Queen. Wy does her ki ngdom need

a Prince Regent?
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'Where have you been, Sparhawk? On the noon?

Ehl ana fell ill a nonth ago.'

' Not dead?' Sparhawk denanded with , a sudden

sinking in his stomach and a wench of unbearable |oss at
the menory of the pale, beautiful girl-child with the
grave, serious grey eyes whom he had wat ched throughout
her chil dhood and whom in a peculiar way, he had

conme to |l ove, though she had been but eight years old
when King Aldreas had sent himinto his exile in Rendor.
"No," Kurik replied, 'not dead, though she m ght as

wel |l be.' He picked up the large, rough towel. 'Cone out
of the tub,' he ordered. "I'lIl tell you about it while you
eat.'

Spar hawk nodded and stood up. Kurik roughly

towel l ed himoff and then draped the soft robe about

him The table in the other roomwas laid with a platter of
steaning slices of meat swimring in gravy, a half-Ioaf of
rough, dark peasant bread, a wedge of cheese, and a

pitcher of chilled mlk. 'Eat,' Kurik said.

"What ' s been going on here?' Sparhawk dermanded as

he seated hinself at the table and started to eat. He was
surprised to find that he was suddenly ravenous. 'Start at
t he begi nning.'

"Al'l right,' Kurik agreed, drawi ng his dagger and

starting to carve thick slices of bread fromthe | oaf. 'You
knew that the Pandions were confined to the mnotherhouse

at Denps after you left, didn't you?

Spar hawk nodded. '| heard about it. King Al dreas was

never really very fond of us.

"That was your father's fault, Sparhawk. Al dreas was

very fond of his sister, and then your father forced himto
marry someone el se. That sort of soured his attitude
towards the Pandion Order.

"Kurik,' Sparhawk said, 'it's not proper to tal k about

the king that way.'

Kuri k shrugged. 'He's dead now, so it doesn't hurt

him and the way he felt about his sister was comon
know edge anyway. The pal ace pages used to take

money from anyone who wanted to watch Arissa wal k

mot her - naked t hrough the upper halls to her brother's
bedchanber. Al dreas was a weak king, Sparhawk. He

was totally under the control of Arissa and the Primate
Annias. Wth the Pandions confined at Denpbs, Annias

and his underlings had things pretty nuch the way they
want ed them You were lucky not to have been here
during those years.'

"Perhaps,' Sparhawk nurnured. 'Wat did Al dreas

die front

"They say that it was the falling-sickness. My guess
woul d be that the whores Annias used to slip into the
pal ace for himafter his wife died finally wore himout."'
"Kurik, you gossip worse than an old woman.'

"I know,' Kurik admtted blandly. '"it's a vice | have.
"And t hen Ehl ana was crowned Queen?

"Right. And then things started to change. Anni as was
certain that he'd be able to control her the sanme way that
he'd been able to control Al dreas, but she brought him
up short. She summoned Preceptor Vanion fromthe

mot her house at Denps and nade hi m her persona
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advi sor. Then she told Annias to nake preparations to
retire to a nonastery to neditate on the virtues proper to
a churchman. Annias was livid, of course, and he started
to schene inmedi ately. The messengers were as thick as
flies on the road between here and the cloi ster where the
Princess Arissa has been confined. They're old friends,
and they had certain common interests. At any rate,

Anni as suggested that Ehlana should marry her bastard
cousin, Lycheas, but she |aughed in his face.'

'That sounds fairly characteristic,' Sparhawk smled. 'I
rai sed her nyself and | taught her what was appropriate.
What is this illness of hers?

it appears to be the same one that killed her father. She
had a seizure and never regai ned consci ousness. The

court physicians all maintained that she woul dn't |ive out
the week, but then Vanion took steps. He appeared at

court with Sephrenia and el even other Pandions - all in
full armour and with their visors down. They disnissed
the Queen's attendants, took her from her bed, clothed

her in her state robes and put the crown on her head.

Then they carried her to the great hall and set her on the
throne and | ocked the door. Nobody knows what they

did in there, but when they opened the door again,

Ehl ana sat on her throne encased in crystal.'

"What ?' Spar hawk excl ai ned.

'"it's as clear as glass. You can see every freckle on the
Queen' s nose, but you can't get near her. The crystal's
harder than di anond. Annias had worknen hameri ng

onit for five days, and they couldn't even chip it."' Kurik
| ooked at Sparhawk. 'Could you do sonething |ike that?

he asked curiously.

"Me? Kurik, | wouldn't even know where to start.

Sephreni a taught us the basics, but we're |ike babies
conmpared to her.'

"Wll, whatever it was that she did, it's keeping the
Queen alive. You can hear her heart beating. It echoes
through the throne roomlike a drum For the first week
or so, people were flocking in there just to listen to it.
There was even talk that it was sone kind of nmiracle and
that the throne room ought to be nade a shrine. But

Anni as | ocked the door and summponed Lycheas the

bastard to G nmura and set himup as Prince Regent.

That was about two weeks ago. Since then Annias has

had the church soldiers rounding up all his enenies. The
dungeons under the cathedral are bulging with them

That's where things stand right now You picked a good
time to come back.' He paused, |ooking directly into his
lord' s face. 'What happened in G ppria, Sparhawk?' he

, asked. 'The news we got here was pretty sketchy.'

Spar hawk shrugged. 'it wasn't nuch. Do you renenber
Martel ?

' The renegade Vani on stripped of his knighthood? The

one with white hair?

Spar hawk nodded. 'He cane to Cippria with a couple

of underlings, and they hired fifteen or twenty cutthroats
to help them They waylaid me in a dark street.'

"is that where you got the scars?

"Yes.'

"But you got away.'

" Cbviously. Rendorish nmurderers are a trifle

squeani sh when the bl ood on the cobbl estones and
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spl ashed all over the walls happens to be theirs. After

cut down a dozen or so of them the rest sort of |ost heart.
I got clear of themand nmade ny way to the edge of town.

I hidin a nonastery until the wounds heal ed, then | took
Faran and joined a caravan for jiroch.

Kurik's eyes were shrewd. 'Do you think there's any
possibility that Annias mght have been involved in it?

he asked. 'He hates your famly, you know, and it's fairly
certain that he was the one who persuaded Al dreas to

exile you.'
"I'"ve had the sane thought fromtine to tine. Annias
and Martel have had dealings before. At any rate, | think

the good prinmate and | have several things to discuss.'
Kuri k | ooked at him recognizing the tone in his voice.
"You're going to get into trouble,' he warned.

"Not as nmuch as Annias will if |I find out that he had a
hand in that attack.' Sparhawk strai ghtened. 'I'm going
to need to talk with Vanion. Is he still here in G nmura?

Kuri k nodded. 'He's at the chapterhouse on the east

edge of town, but you can't get there right now They

| ock the east gate at sundown. | think you'd better
present yourself at the palace right after the sun cones
up, though. It won't take Annias long to cone up with
the idea of declaring you outlaw for breaking your exile,
and it's better to appear on your own, rather than be

dragged in like a common crimnal. You're still going to
have to do sone fast talking to stay out of the dungeon.'’
"I don't think so,' Sparhawk disagreed. 'I've got a

docunent with the Queen's seal on it authorizing ny
return.' He pushed back his plate. 'The handwiting's a
little childish, and there are tearstains on it, but | think it'S
still valid.'

"She cried? | didn't think she knew how '

"She was only eight at the tine, Kurik, and quite fond
of me, for sone reason.'

"You have that effect on a few people.' Kurik | ooked at
Sparhawk's plate. 'Have you had all of that you want?
Spar hawk nodded.

'Then get you to bed. You' ve got a busy day ahead of
you tonorrow. '

It was nmuch later. The roomwas faintly [it with the
orange coal s of the banked fire, and Kurik's regular
breathing cane fromthe cot on the other side of the
room The insistent, nagging bang of an unl at ched

shutter swinging freely in the wind several streets over
had set sone brainless dog to barking, and Sparhawk

lay, still half-benused by sleep, patiently waiting for the
dog to grow wet enough or weary enough of his

entertai nment to seek his kennel again.

Since it had been Krager he had seen in the square,

there was no absolute certainty that Martel was in

G mura. Krager was an errand boy and was frequently

half a continent away fromMartel. Had it been the bruta
Adus who had crossed that rainy square, there would be

no question as to Martel's presence in the city. O
necessity, Adus had to be kept on a short |eash

Krager would not be hard to find. He was a weak man

with the usual vices and the usual predictability of weak
men. Sparhawk snmiled bleakly into the darkness. Krager
woul d be easy to find and Krager woul d know where
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Martel could be found. It would be a sinple natter to

drag that information out of him

Moving quietly to avoid waking his sl eeping squire,

Spar hawk swung his | egs out of the bed and crossed
silently to the window to watch the rain slant past into
the deserted, lantern-lit courtyard bel ow. Absently he

wr apped his hand about the silver-bound hilt of the
broadsword standi ng beside his formal armour. It felt

good - like taking the hand of an old friend.

DmMy, as always, there was a renmenbered sound of

the bells. It had been the bells he had foll owed that night
in Cppria. Sick and hurt and al one, stunbling through

the dung-reeking night in the stockyards, he had

hal fcrawl ed towards the sound of the bells. He had cone to
the wall and had followed it, his good hand on the

anci ent stones, until he had cone to the gate, and there
he had fallen.

Spar hawk shook his head. That had been a long tine

ago. It was strange that he could still renmenber the bells
so clearly. He stood with his hand on his sword, | ooking
out at the tag end of night, watching it rain and
renenbering the sound of the bells.

111

*Chapt er 2

Sparhawk was dressed in his formal arnour, and he

strode cl anking back and forth in the candlelit roomto
settle it into place. 'i'd forgotten how heavy this is,' he
sai d.

"You're getting soft,' Kurik told him 'You need a

month or two on the practice field to toughen you up

Are you sure you want to wear it?

""It's a formal occasion, Kurik, and fornal occasions

demand formal dress. Besides, | don't want any

confusion in anybody's mind when | get there. I'mthe Queen's
Chanpi on, and |'m supposed to wear arnour when

present myself to her.'

"They won't let you in to see her,' Kurik predicted,

pi cking up his lord' s hel net.

"Wn't let?

"Don't do anything foolish, Sparhawk. You're going to

be all al one.

'is the Earl of Lenda still on the council?

Kuri k nodded. 'He's old, and he doesn't have much

authority, but he's too nuch respected for Annias to

dismiss him'

"i'"ll have one friend there anyway.' Sparhawk took his

hel met fromhis squire and settled it in place. He pushed

up his visor.

Kurik went to the wi ndow to pick up Sparhawk's sword and shi el d.
"The rain's letting up,' he noted, 'and

it's starting to get light.' He came back, laid the sword
and shield on the table and picked up the silver-col oured
surcoat. 'Hold out your arns,' he instructed.

Spar hawk spread his arnms wi de, and Kurik draped the
surcoat over his shoulders, then he |aced up the sides. He
then took up the long sword belt and wrapped it twice
about his lord' s waist. Sparhawk picked up his sheat hed
swor d.

"Did you sharpen this!' he asked. Kurik gave hima flat stare.
"Sorry.' Sparhawk | ocked the scabbard onto the heavy
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steel studs on the belt and shifted it around into place on
his left side.

Kuri k fastened the | ong bl ack cape to the shoul der

pl ates of the arnour, then stepped back and | ooked

Spar hawk up and down appraisingly. 'Good enough,’

he said. "i'll bring your shield. You'd better hurry. They
rise early at the palace. It gives themnore time for
m schi ef .’

They went out of the roomand on down the stairs to

the innyard. The rain for the nost part had passed, with
only a fewlast intermttent sprinkles slanting into the
yard in the gusty norning wi nd. The dawn sky, however

was still covered with tattered grey cloud, although

there was a broad band of pale yellow off to the east.

The knight porter |led Faran out of the stable, and he

and Kurik boosted Sparhawk up into his saddl e.

'Be careful when you get inside the palace, ny Lord,'

Kurik warned in the formal tone he used when they were

,not alone. 'The regul ar pal ace guards are probably
neutral, but Annias has a troop of church soldiers there
as well. Anybody in red livery is likely to be your eneny.'
He handed up t he enbossed bl ack shi el d.

Spar hawk buckl ed the shield into place. 'You' re going

to the chapterhouse to see Vani on?' he asked his squire.
Kuri k nodded. 'Just as soon as they open the east gate

of the city." "i'll probably go there when |I'mthrough at the pal ace,

but you conme back here and wait for ne.
‘W may have to |l eave town in a hurry.
"Don't go out of your way to force the issue, ny Lord.
Sparhawk took Faran's reins fromthe porter. "Al right
then, Sir Knight,' he said. 'Open the gate and |'Il go
present my respects to the bastard Lycheas.'

The porter |aughed and swung open the gate.

Faran noved out at a proud, rolling trot, lifting his
st eel - shod hooves exaggeratedly and bringi ng them

down in a ringing staccato on the wet cobbl estones. The
big horse had a peculiar flair for the dramatic, and he
al ways pranced outrageously when Sparhawk was

mount ed on his back in full arnour.

"Aren't we both getting alittle old for exhibitionisn®
Spar hawk asked dryly.

Faran ignored that and continued his prancing.

There were few people abroad in the city of C nmnura

at that hour - runpled artisans and sl eepy shopkeepers
for the nost part. The streets were wet, and the gusty
wi nd set the brightly painted wooden signs over the
shops to swi nging and creaki ng. Mst of the w ndows
were still shuttered and dark, although here and there
gol den candl el i ght marked the room of sone early riser
Spar hawk noted that his arnour had al ready begun to

He grinned.

snell - that famliar conpound of steel, oil, and the
| eat her harness that had soaked up his sweat for years
He had nearly forgotten that snmell in the sun-blasted

streets and spice-fragrant shops of Jiroch, alnbst nore
than the faniliar sights of Gmura, it finally convinced
hi m t hat he was hone.

An occasional dog canme out into the street to bark at
them as they passed, but Faran disdainfully ignored
themas he trotted through the cobbl estone streets.

The palace lay in the centre of town. It was a very
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grandi ose sort of building, much taller than those around
it, with high, pointed towers surnounted by danply

fl appi ng col oured pennons. It was walled off fromthe
rest of the city, and the walls were surnounted by

batl ements. At sone tinme in the past, one of the kings of
ehl enia had ordered the exterior of those walls to be
sheathed in white linmestone. The clinmate and the pervasive
paL of snoke that |ay heavy over the city in certain
seasons, however, had turned the sheathing a dirty,
streaked grey.

The pal ace gates were broad and patrolled by a

hal f dozen guards wearing the dark blue livery that narked
them as nenbers of the regular pal ace garrison

"Halt!' one of them barked as Sparhawk approached.

He stepped into the centre of the gateway, holding his

pi ke slightly advanced. Sparhawk gave no indication

that he had heard, and Faran bore down on the man. '

said to halt, Sir Knight!' the guard conmanded agai n.
Then one of his fellows junped forward, seized his arm
and pulled himout of the roan's path. "It's the Queen's
Chanpi on,' the second guard exclained. 'Don't ever

stand in his way.'

Spar hawk reached the central courtyard and di snounted,
nmoving a bit awkwardly because of the weight

of his arnour and the encunbrance of his shield. A guard
came forward, his pike at the ready.

' Good norni ng, neighbour,' Sparhawk said to himin

his qui et voice

The guard hesitated.

"Watch ny horse,' the knight told himthen. '

shouldn't be too long.' He handed the guard Faran's

reins and started up the broad staircase towards the
heavy doubl e doors that opened into the pal ace.

"Sir Knight,' the guard called after him

Sparhawk did not turn, but continued on up the stairs.
There were two blue-liveried guards at the top, ol der
men, he noted, nen he thought he recogni zed. One of

the guards' eyes w dened, then he suddenly grinned.

"Wl come back, Sir Sparhawk,' he said, pulling the door
open for the bl ack-arnmoured knight.

Spar hawk gave hima sl ow wi nk and went on inside,

his mail-shod feet and his spurs clinking on the polished
fl agstones. Just beyond the door, he encountered a

pal ace functionary with curled and ponaded hair and

wearing a maroon-col oured doublet. "I will speak with
Lycheas,' Sparhawk announced in a flat tone. 'Take ne
to him'

"But -' The man's face had gone slightly pale. He drew

hi nsel f up, his expression growing lofty. 'How did you - ?'
"Didn't you hear ne, neighbour?' Sparhawk asked

hi m

The man in the maroon doubl et shrank back. 'A-at

once, Sir Sparhawk,' he stamrered. He turned then and

| ed the way down the broad central corridor. H's

shoul ders were visibly trenbling. Sparhawk noted that

the functionary was not |eading himtowards the throne
room but rather towards the council chanber where

King Al dreas had custonmarily net with his advisors. A
faint smle touched the big man's |lips as he surm sed that
the presence of the young Queen sitting encased in
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crystal on the throne m ght have had a danpening effect
on her cousin's attenpts to usurp her crown.

They reached the door to the council chanber and

found it guarded by two nen wearing the red livery of
the church - the soldiers of the Primate Annias. The two
automatically crossed their pikes to bar entry to the
chanber .

' The Queen's Chanpion to see the Prince Regent,' the
functionary said to them his voice shrill.

"W have had no orders to admt the Queen's chanpion,'
one of them decl ared.

' You have now,' Sparhawk told him 'Open the door.

The man in the maroon doublet nade a nove as if to

scurry away, but Sparhawk caught his arm 'I| haven't

di sm ssed you yet, neighbour,' he said. Then he | ooked

at the guards. 'Open the door,' he repeated.

It hung there for a long monment, while the guards

| ooked first at Sparhawk and then nervously at each
other. Then one of them swall owed hard and, funbling

with his pike, he reached for the door handl e.

"you'll need to announce ne,' Sparhawk told the nan

whose armhe stil held firmy in his gauntleted fist. 'W
woul dn't want to surprise anyone, would we?'

The man's eyes were a little wild. He stepped into the
open doorway and cleared his throat. 'The Queen's
chanmpion,' he blurted with his words tunbling out over
each other. 'The Pandi on Knight, Sir Sparhawk.'

Thank you, neighbour,' Sparhawk said. 'You can go

now. '

The functionary bolted.

The council chamber was very |arge and was carpeted

and draped in blue. Large candel abras lined the walls,
and there were nmore candl es on the |ong, polished table
in the centre of the room Three nmen sat at the table with
docunents before them but the fourth had half-risen
fromhis chair.

The man on his feet was the Primate Annias. The

churchman had grown | eaner in the ten years since
Sparhawk had | ast seen him and his face | ooked grey and
emaci ated. His hair was tied back fromhis face and was
now shot with silver. He wore a |long bl ack cassock, and the
jewel | ed pendant of his office as Primate of C nmura

hung bon a thick gold chain about his neck. H s eyes were
wide with surprised alarm as Sparhawk entered the room
The Earl of Lenda, a white-haired nman in his seventieS,
was dressed in a soft grey doublet, and he was grinning
openly, his bright blue eyes sparkling in his lined face.
The Baron Harparin, a notorious pederast, sat with an

ast oni shed expression on his face. Hs clothing was a riQ
of conflicting colours. Seated next to himwas a grossly fat
man in red whom Sparhawk di d not recognize

' Spar hawk! ' annias said sharPly, recovering fromhis
surprise, 'what are you doi ng here?

"l understand that you've been | ooking for ne, your

Grace,' Sparhawk replied. 'l thought |I'd save you some
trouble. '

" You' ve broken your exile, Sparhawk,' Annias accused
angrily.

"That's one of the things we need to talk about. I"'mtold

that Lycheas the bastard is functioning as Prince Regent
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until the Queen regains her health. Wiy don't you send

for himso we won't have to go through all this twice!’

Anni as' eyes wi dened in shock and outrage.

"That's what he is, isn't it? Sparhawk said. 'H s origins

are hardly a secret, so why tiptoe around thenf? The bell pull, as | recall, is
right over there. Gve it a yank,

Anni as, and send sone toady to fetch the Prince Regent.
The Earl of Lenda chuckl ed openly.

Anni as gave the old man a furious | ook and went to the
pair of bell pulls hanging dowmn the far wall. H s hand
hesitated between the two.

"Don't nake any nistakes, your Grace,' Sparhawk

warned him '"All sorts of things could go terribly wong if
a dozen sol diers cone through that door instead of a
servant.'

'Go ahead, Annias,' the Earl of Lenda urged. "My life is

al nost over anyway, and | wouldn't mind going out with

a bit of excitement.'

Anni as cl enched his teeth and yanked the bl ue bell pul

instead of the red one. After a noment the door opened,
and a liveried young man entered. 'Yes, your Grace? he
said, bowing to the primate

"Go and tell the Prince Regent that we require his
presence here at once.'

"But -

"At once.

"yes, your Grace.' The servant scurried out.

' There, you see how easy that was?' Sparhawk said to
Anni as. Then he went over to the white-haired Earl of
Lenda, renoved his gauntlet and took the old man's
hand. 'You're looking well, ny Lord,' he said.

"still alive, you nean?' Lenda |aughed. 'How was
rendor, Sparhawk?'

"Hot, dry, and very dusty.

" Al ways has been, ny boy. Al ways has been

"Are you going to answer ny question? Annias

denmanded.

'Pl ease, your Grace,' Sparhawk responded piously,
hol di ng up one hand, 'not until the bastard Regent
arrives. W nust mind our manners, mustn't we?' He
lifted one eyebrow. 'Tell me,' he added, alnobst as an
afterthought, 'how s his nother - her health, | nean?
woul dn't expect a churchman to be able to testify to the
canal talents of the Princess Arissa - although just about
everybody el se in C nmura coul d.

"you go too far, Sparhawk.'

"you nean you didn't know? My goodness, old boy,
you really should try to stay abreast of things.
'How rude!' baron Harparin exclained to the fat man in

" red.
"It's not the sort of thing you'd understand, Harparin,'
Sparhawk told him 'I hear that your inclinations lie in

other directions.'

The door opened and a pinpled young man with

muddy bl ond hair and a slack-1ipped nouth entered. He
wore a green, ermne-trinmed robe and a small gold
coronet. 'You wanted to see nme, Annias?' His voice had a
nasal, alnost whining quality to it.

"A state matter, your Highness,' Annias replied. 'W
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need to have you pass judgenent in a case involving high
treason.'

The young man blinked stupidly at him

"This is Sir Sparhawk, who has deliberately violated

the command of your l|ate uncle, King Al dreas.

Spar hawk here was ordered to Render, not to return

unl ess sumoned back by royal command. Hi s very

presence in Elenia convicts him'

Lycheas recoiled visibly fromthe bl eak-faced knight in

bl ack armour, his eyes going wi de and his | oose nouth

gapi ng. ' Sparhawk?' he quail ed.

'"The very sane,' Sparhawk told him 'The good prinmate,
however, has slightly overstated the case, |'mafraid. Wen
| assumed ny position as hereditary chanpion of the

crown, | took an oath to defend the King - or the Queen -
whenever the royal |ife was endangered. That oath takes
precedence over any command - royal or otherw se - and

the Queen's life is clearly in danger.

"That's merely a technicality, Sparhawk,' AnniaS

snapped. 'I know,' Sparhawk replied blandly, 'but technicalities

are the soul of the |aw
The Earl of Lenda cleared his throat. 'I have nade a
study of such matters,' he said, 'and Sir Sparhawk has
correctly cited the law. His oath to defend the crown does
in Fact take precedence.’

Prince Lycheas had gone around to the other side of

the table, giving Sparhawk a wi de berth. 'That's absurd,’
he declared. 'Ehlana's sick. She's not in any physica
danger.' He sat down in the chair next to the prinmate.

' The Queen,' Sparhawk corrected him

" What ?'

"Her proper title is "her Majesty" - or at the |east,
:Queen Ehlana". It's extrenely discourteous sinply to

call her by nane. Technically, | suppose, |'mobliged to
protect her fromdiscourtesy as well as physical danger
I"'ma little vague on that point of law, so I'll defer to the
j udgenent of ny old friend, the Earl of Lenda, on the
matter before | have ny seconds deliver ny challenge to
your Hi ghness.'

Lycheas went pasty white. 'Challenge?

"This is sheer idiocy,' Annias declared. 'There will be

no chal | enges delivered or accepted.' H s eyes narrowed
then. 'The Prince Regent's point is well taken, however,'
he said. 'Sparhawk has sinply seized this flinsy excuse

to violate his bani shnent. Unl ess he can present sone
docunentary evi dence of having been sunmopned, he

stands convicted of high treason.' The primate's smle

was t hin.

"I thought you'd never ask, Annias,' Sparhawk said.

He reached under his sword belt and drew out a tightly

fol ded parchnent tied with a blue ribbon. He untied the

ri bbon and opened the parchnment, the blood-red stone

on his ring flashing in the candlelight. 'This all seens to
be in order,' he said, perusing the docurment. "It has the
Qu een's signature on it and her personal seal. Her
instructions to ne are quite explicit.' He stretched out his
arm offering the parchnment to the Earl of Lenda. 'Wat's
your opinion, ny Lord?

The old man took the parchnent and exanmined it. 'The
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seal is the Queen's,' he confirmed, 'and the handwiting
is hers. She conmands Sir Sparhawk to present hinself

to her imredi ately upon her ascension to the throne. It's
a valid royal command, mny Lords.

let ne see that,' Annias snapped.

Lenda passed it on down the table to him

The primate read the docunent with tightly cl enched
teeth. "It's not even dated,' he accused.

' Excuse nme, your Grace,' Lenda pointed out, 'but there
is no legal requirenment that a royal decree or conmand
be dated. Dahng is nerely a convention.'

"Where did you get this?" the prinmate asked Sparhawk,
his eyes narrowing. 'i've had it for quite some tine.'

"I't was obviously witten before the Queen ascended

the throne.’

"It does appear that way, doesn't it?

"It has no validity.' The primate took the parchnent in
both hands as if he would tear it in two.

"What's the penalty for destroying a royal decree, ny
Lord of Lenda?' Sparhawk asked mildly.

"death.’

"I rather thought it might be. Go ahead and rip it up,
Annias. I'll be nore than happy to carry out the sentence
myself - just to save time and the expense of all the

tiresone | egal proceedings.' H's eyes | ocked with those

of Annias. After a nonment, the primate threw the

parchment on the table in disgust.

Lycheas had watched all of this with a | ook of grow ng
chagrin. Then he seenmed to notice something for the first
time. '"Your ring, Sir Sparhawk,' he said in his whining

voi ce. 'That is your badge of office, is it not?

"I'n a manner of speaking, yes. Actually the ring - and

the Queen's ring - are synmbolic of the link between ny
famly and hers.'

"Gve it to ne.

' No.

Lycheas' eyes bulged. '|I just gave you a roya

command!' he shouted. 'No. It was a personal request, Lycheas. You can't give
royal commands, because you're not the king.

Lycheas | ooked uncertainly at the primate, but Annias

shook his head slightly. The pinpled young nman

fl ushed.

"The Prince Regent nerely w shed to exanine the ring,

Sir Sparhawk,' the churchman said snmoothly. 'We have

sought its mate, the ring of King Aldreas, but it seens to
be m ssing. Wuld you have any idea where we m ght

find it?

Spar hawk spread his hands. 'Aldreas had it on his

finger when | left for Cippria,' he replied. 'The rings are
not customarily taken off, so | assune he was stil

wearing it when he died.

'"No. He was not.

"Perhaps the Queen has it then.

"Not so far as we're able to determne.'

"I want that other ring,' Lycheas insisted, 'as a symnbo

of my authority.' Sparhawk | ooked at him his face anmused. 'What
aut hority?' he asked bluntly. 'The ring bel ongs to Queen

Ehl ana, and if someone tries to take it fromher, | imagine
that I'lIl have to take steps.' He suddenly felt a faint
prickling of his skin. It seemed that the candles in their
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gol d candel abras flickered slightly and the bl ue-draped
counci| chanber grew perceptibly dimrer. Instantly, he
began to nutter under his breath in the Styric tongue,
carefully weaving the counterspell even as he searched
the faces of the men sitting around the council table for
the source of the rather crude attenpt at magic. Wen he
rel eased the counterspell, he saw Annias flinch and he
smled bleakly. Then he drew hinself up. 'Now,' he said,
his voice crisp, 'let's get down to business. Exactly what
happened to King Al dreas?'

The Earl of Lenda sighed. "It was the falling-sickness,
Sir Sparhawk,' he replied sadly. 'The sei zures began
several nonths ago, and they grew nore and nore

frequent. The King grew weaker and weaker, and finally

-' He shrugged. 'He didn't have the falling-sickness when | |eft
Ci nmura,' Sparhawk sai d.

' The onset was sudden,' Annias said coldly.

"So it seens. It's runmpured that the Queen fell ill with
the sane affliction.’

Anni as nodded.

‘Didn't that strike any of you as odd? There's never

been a history of the disease in the royal fanily, and isn't
it peculiar that Aldreas didn't develop synptons until he
was in his forties, and his daughter fell ill when she was
little nore than ei ghteen?'

"I have no nedi cal background, Sparhawk,' Annias

told him 'You rmay question the court physicians if you
wi sh, but | doubt that you're going to unearth anything
that we haven't already discovered.'

Spar hawk grunted. He | ooked around the counci

chamber. 'I think that covers everything we need to

di scuss here,' he said. '"i'll see the Queen now.'
"Absolutely not!' Lycheas said.

"i'mnot asking' you, Lycheas,' the big knight said
firmy. "May | have that?' He pointed at the parchment
still lying on the table in front of the prinmate.

They passed it down to him and he ran through it

quickly. "Here it is,' he said, picking out the sentences he
wanted. "'You are commanded to present yourself to ne

i medi ately upon your return to G mura." That

doesn't | eave any room for argunent, does it?

"What are you up to, Sparhawk?' the primate asked
suspi ci ousl y.

"i'mjust obeying orders, your Grace. |'m conmanded

by the Queen to present nyself to her and I'mgoing to do
precisely that.'

' The door to the throne roomis |ocked,' Lycheas

snapped. The smile Sparhawk gave hi mwas al nost

benign. 'That's all right, Lycheas,' he said. 'i've got a
key.' He put his hand suggestively on the silver-bound
hilt of his sword.

"You wouldn't.'

"try ne.'

Anni as cleared his throat. '"if | may speak, your

H ghness?' he sai d.

"Of course, your Grace,' Lycheas replied quickly. 'The
crown is always open to the advice and counsel of the
Church. '

"Crown?' Sparhawk asked

"Aformula, Sir Sparhawk,' Annias told him 'Prince
Lycheas speaks for the crowmn for as long as the Queen is
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"Not to me, he doesn't.'
Anni as turned back towards Lycheas. "It is the advice
of the Church that we accede to the sonewhat churlish
request of the Queen's Chanpion,' he said. 'Let no one
accuse us of incivility. Mreover, the Church advi ses that
the Prince Regent and all of the council acconpany Sir
Sparhawk to the throne room He is reputed to be adept
at certain forns of magic, and-to protect the Queen's life
we nmust not permt himto enploy precipitously those
arts without full consultation with the court physicians.'
Lycheas nade sone pretence of thinking it over. Then

he rose to his feet. "It shall be as you advise, then, your
Grace,' he declared. 'You are directed to acconpany us,

Sir Sparhawk.'

"directed?

Lycheas ignored that and swept regally towards the

door.

Sparhawk | et Baron Harparin and the fat man in red

pass, then fell in beside Primate Annias. He was sniling
in a relaxed fashion, but there was little in the way of
good humour in the |ow voice that came from bet ween

his teeth. 'Don't ever try that again, Annias,' he said.
"What ?' The prinate sounded startl ed.

"Your magic. You're not very good at it in the first
place, and it irritates nme to have to waste the effort of
countering the work of amateurs. Besides, churchnen

are forbidden to dabble in nagic, as | recall.'

' You have no proof, Sparhawk.'

"I don't need proof, Annias. My oath as a Pandi on

Kni ght woul d be sufficient in any civil or ecclesiastica
court. Why don't we just leave it there? But don't

mutter any nore incantations

in ny direction.'

Wth Lycheas in the |lead, the council and Sparhawk

went down a candlelit corridor to the broad doubl e doors

of the throne room When they reached the doors,

Lycheas took a key frominside his doubl et and unl ocked

them "All right," he said to Sparhawk. "It's open. o

present yourself to your Queen - for all the good it's

going to do you.' Sparhawk reached up and took a burning candle from

a silver sconce jutting fromthe wall of the corridor and
went into the dark room beyond the doors.

It was cool, alnost clamry inside the throne room

and the air snelled nmusty and stal e. Methodically,
Sparhawk went along the walls, lighting candles. Then

he went to the throne and |it the ones standing in the
candel abras flanking it.

"You don't need that nuch |ight, Sparhawk,' Lycheas

said irritably fromthe doorway.

Sparhawk ignored him He put out his hand, tentatively
touched the crystal which encased the throne, and

felt Sephrenia's fanmliar aura perneating the crysta

Then slowy he raised his eyes to |look into Ehlana's pale
young face. The pronise that had been there when she

had been a child had been fulfilled. She was not sinply

pretty as so many young girls are pretty, she was
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beautiful. There was an al nost | um nous perfection

about her countenance. Her pale blonde hair was |ong

and | oosely framed her face. She wore her state robes,

and the heavy gold crown of Elenia encircled her head.

Her sl ender hands |ay upon the arms of her throne, and

her eyes were cl osed.

He renenbered that at first he had bitterly resented

the conmand of King Al dreas that had nade himthe

young girl's caretaker. He had quickly found, however,

that she was no giddy child, but rather was a seri QUS

young lady with a quick, retentive mnd and an overwhel m ng

curiosity about the world. After her initial

shyness had passed, she had begun to question him

cl osely about palace affairs, and thus, alnost by accident,

had begun her education in statecraft and the intricacies

of pal ace politics. After a few nonths they had grown

very close, and he had found hinmself |ooking forward to

their daily private conversations during which he had

gently noul ded her character and had prepared her for

her ultinmate destiny as Queen of El enia.

To see her as she was now, |ocked in the senbl ance of

death, wrenched at his heart, and he swore to hinself

that he would take the world apart if need be to restore
her to health and to her throne. For sone reason it nade

himangry to | ook at her, and he felt an irrational desire to

,lash out at things as if by sheer physical force he could

return her to consciousness.

And then he heard and felt it. The sound appeared to

grow nore pronounced, and it grew | ouder nonent by

monent. It was a regular, steady thudding sound, not

quite like the beating of a drum and it did not change nor

falter, but echoed through the room its volune steadily

increasing as it announced to any who m ght enter that

Ehl ana's heart was still beating.

Sparhawk drew his sword and saluted his queen with

it. Then he sank to one knee in a nove of profoundest

respect and a peculiar formof |ove. He | eaned forward

and gently kissed the unyielding crystal, his eyes suddenly

filling with tears. 'I am here now, Ehlana,' he

murnured, 'and |'1l make everything all right again.'

The heartbeat grew | ouder, alnost as if in sone

pecul i ar way she had heard him

From t he doorway he heard Lycheas snicker derisively,

and he prom sed hinself that should the opportunity

arise, he would do a number of unpleasant things

to the Queen's bastard cousin. Then he rose and went

towards the door again.

Lycheas stood smirking at him still holding the key to

the throne roomin his hand. As Sparhawk passed the

prince, he reached out and took the key. 'You won't need

this any nore,' he said. '"i'mhere now, so i'll take care of

it.'

"Anni as,' Lycheas said in a voice shrill with protest.

Anni as, however, took one | ook at the bleak face of the

Queen' s Chanpi on and deci ded not to press the issue.

"Let himkeep it,' he said shortly.

"But -'

"I said to let himkeep it,' the prinate snapped. 'W

don't need it anyway. Let the Queen's Chanpion hold

the key to the roomin which she sleeps.' There was a vile

i nnuendo in the churchman's voice, and Spar hawk
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clenched his still-gauntleted left fist.

"WIl you walk with ne as we return to the counci
chanber, Sir Sparhawk?' the Earl of Lenda said, placing a
lightly restraining hand on Sparhawk's arnoured forearm
"My steps sonetines falter, and it's conforting to

have a strong young person at ny side.

"Certainly, ny Lord,"' Sparhawk replied, unclenching

his fist.

When Lycheas had | ed the nenbers of the

counci|l back down the corridor towards their neeting
room Sparhawk cl osed the door and | ocked it. Then he
handed the key to his old friend. 'WII| you keep this for
me, ny Lord?' he asked.

"dadly, Sir Sparhawk.

"and if you can, keep the candles burning in the throne
room Don't |eave her sitting there in the dark.'

"Of course.'

They started down the corridor.

"Do you know sonet hi ng, Sparhawk?' the old nman

said. 'They left a great deal of bark on you when they

were giving you the last polishing touches.'

Sparhawk grinned at him

"you can be truly of fensive when you set your nmind to
it.'.Lenda chuckl ed.

"I can but try, ny Lord.'

"Be very careful here in G mura, Sparhawk,' the old

man cautioned seriously in a |l ow voice. 'Annias has a spy
on every street corner. Lycheas won't even sneeze

wi thout his perm ssion, so the primate is the real ruler
here in Elenia and he hates you.

"i'"'mnot overly fond of him either.' Sparhawk thought
of sonething. 'You' ve been a good friend here today, ny
lord. Is that going to put you in any kind of danger?
The Earl of Lenda smiled. 'I doubt it. I'mtoo old and
powerl ess to be any kind of threat to Annias. |I'mhardly
nore than an irritation, and he's far too calculating to

take action against ne for that.

The primate awaited them at the door to the counci
chamber. ' The council has discussed the situation here,
sir 'Sparhawk,' he said coldly. 'The Queen is quite
obviously in no danger. Her heartbeat is strong, and the
crystal which encloses her is quite inpregnable. She has

no real need of a protector at this particular tinme. It is the

command of the council, therefore, that you return to the
chapt erhouse of your order here in Cmura and remain
there until you receive further instructions.' Achill smle

touched his lips. 'O until the Queen herself sunmons
you, of course.’

"OfF course,' Sparhawk replied distantly. 'l was about to
suggest that nyself, your Grace. I'mjust a sinple knight,
and 1'll be far nore at ease in the chapterhouse with ny
brothers than here in the palace.' He smled. '"i'"'mreally
quite out of place at court.'

"l noticed that.'

"I thought you might have.' Sparhawk briefly clasped

the hand of the Earl of Lenda by way of farewell. Then he
| ooked directly at Annias. 'Until we neet again, then
your Grace.'

"I'f we neet again.'

"Ch, we will, Annias. Indeed we will.' Then Sparhawk
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turned on his heel and wal ked on down the corridor
Ry

*Chapter3

The chapt erhouse of the Pandion Knights in G mura

lay just beyond the eastern gate of the city. It was, in
every sense of the word, a castle, with high walls
surmounted by battlements and with bl eak towers at

each corner. It was approached by way of a drawbridge

whi ch spanned a deep fosse bristling with sharpened

st akes. The drawbri dge had been | owered, but it was
guarded by four bl ack-arnmured Pandi ons nounted on

war hor ses.

Sparhawk reined Faran in at the outer end of the bridge
and waited. There were certain fornmalities involved in
gaining entry into a Pandi on chapterhouse. Gddly, he

found that he did not chafe at those formalities. They had
been a part of his life for all the years of his novitiate, and
the observance of these age-old cerenpnies seened
sonehow to mark a renewal and a reaffirmation of his

very identity. Even as he awaited the ritual challenge, the
.sun-baked city of Jiroch and the wonen going to the

wells in the steel-grey light of norning faded back in his
menory, becom ng nore renote and taking their proper

pl ace anong all his other menories.

Two of the arnoured knights rode forward at a stately
pace, the hooves of their chargers boom ng hollowy on

the foot-thick planks of the drawbridge. They halted just
in front of Sparhawk. 'Wo art thou who entreateth entry
into the house of the Soldiers of God? one of them

i nt oned.
Sparhawk raised his visor in the synbolic gesture of
peaceabl e intent. 'l am Sparhawk,' he replied, 'a soldier

of God and a menber of this order.

'How may we know t hee?' the second knight inquired.

"By this token may you know ne.' Sparhawk reached

his hand into the neck of his surcoat and drew out the
heavy silver amul et suspended on the chain about his

neck. Every Pandi on wore such an amul et.

The pair nade sonme pretense of |ooking carefully at it.
"This is indeed Sir Sparhawk of our order,' the first

kni ght decl ar ed.

"Truly,' the second agreed, 'and shall we then - uh -'

He faltered, frowning

Grant himentry into the house of the Sol diers of

CGod, ' Sparhawk pronpted

The second knight made a face. "I can never renenber

that part,' he nmuttered. 'Thanks, Sparhawk.' He cleared
his throat and began again. 'Truly,' he said, 'and shall we
then grant himentry into the house of the Sol di ers of
God?'

The first knight was grinning openly. "It is his right
freely to enter this house,' he said, 'for he is one of us.
Hail, Sir Sparhawk. Prithee, cone within the walls of this
house, and may peace abide with thee beneath its roof.

"And with thee and thy conpani on as well, wheresoever
you may fare,' Sparhawk replied, concluding the
cer enony.

"Wl come home, Sparhawk,' the first knight said
warmy then. 'You've been a long tinme away.'
"You noticed,' Sparhawk answered. 'Did Kurik get
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her e?

The second kni ght nodded. ' An hour or so ago. He

tal ked with Vanion and then |eft again.'

‘"Let's go inside,' Sparhawk suggested. "I need a | arge
dose of that peace you nentioned earlier, and |'ve got to
see Vanion.'

The two knights turned their horses, and the three
rode together back across the drawbridge.

'"is Sephrenia still here?" Sparhawk asked.

"yes,' the second knight replied. 'She and Vani on cane
from Denos shortly after the Queen fell ill, and she
hasn't gone back to the notherhouse yet.

"Good. | need to talk with her as well.'

The three of themhalted at the castle gate. 'This is Sir
Spar hawk, a nenber of our order,' the first knight
declared to the two who had renmained at the gate. 'W
have confirmed his identity and vouch for his right to
enter the house of the Knights Pandion.'

'Pass then, Sir Sparhawk, and may peace abide with

thee whilst thou remain within this house.

"I thank thee, Sir Knight, and may peace al so be thine.’
The knights drew their mounts aside, and Faran

moved forward without any urging.

"you know the ritual as well as | do, don't you?

Spar hawk mur nur ed

Faran flicked his ears.

In the central courtyard, an apprentice knight who had
not yet been vested with his cerenonial armour or spurs
hurried forward and took Faran's reins. 'Wlconme, Sir

Kni ght,' he said.

." Sparhawk hooked his shield to his saddl ebow and

swi ngi ng down from Faran's back with his arnour clinking.
Thank you,'he replied. 'Do you have any idea of where

m ght find Lord Vani on?

| believe he's in the south tower, my Lord.

Thanks agai n.' Sparhawk started across the courtyard,
then stopped. 'Oh, be careful of the horse,' he

WHred. 'He bites.

The novi ce | ooked startled and then cautiously

stepped away fromthe big, ugly roan, though still firmy
hol di ng t he reins.

The horse gave Sparhawk a flat, unfriendly stare.

"It's nore sporting this way, Faran,' Sparhawk

expl ained. He started up the worn steps that led into the
centuries-old castle.

The inside of the chapterhouse was cool and dim and

the few nenbers of the order Sparhawk nmet in those

halls wore cowl ed nonk's robes, as was custonary

i nside a secure house, although an occasional steely clink
betrayed the fact that, beneath their hunble garb, the
menbers of this order wore chain nmail and were inevitably
armed. There were no greetings exchanged, and the

cow ed brothers of Pandi on went resolutely about their
duties with bowed heads and shadowed faces.

Sparhawk put the flat of his hand out in front of one of
the cow ed nen. Pandi ons sel dom touched each ot her,

' Excuse me, brother,' he said. 'Do you know if Vanion is
still in the south tower?

"He is,' the other knight replied.

' Thank you, brother. Peace be with you
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"And with you, Sir Knight.

Sparhawk went on along the torchlit corridor until he
cane to a narrow stairway which wound up into the

south tower between walls of nassive, unnortared

stones. At the top of the stairs there was a heavy door
guarded by two young Pandi ons. Sparhawk di d not

recogni ze either of them "I need to talk with Vanion,' he
told them ' The name is Sparhawk.

"Can you identify yourself?" one of them asked, trying

to make his youthful voice sound gruff.

"I'"ve just done so.'

It hung there while the two young knights struggled to
find a graceful way out of the situation. 'Wy not just
open the door and tell Vanion that |'m here? Sparhawk
suggested. 'if he recognizes nme, fine. If he doesn't, the
two of you can try to throw ne back down the stairs.' He
laid no particular enphasis on the word try.

The two | ooked at each other, then one of them opened

the door and | ooked inside. 'A thousand pardons, ny

Lord Vanion,' he apol ogi zed, but there's a Pandion here
who calls hinmself Sparhawk. He says that he wants to

talk with you.'

"CGood,' a famliar voice replied frominside the room
|'ve been expecting him Send himin.'

The two kni ghts | ooked abashed and st epped out of

Spar hawk' s way.

Thank you, mny brothers,' Sparhawk nurnmured to

them 'Peace be with you.' And then he went on through
the door. The roomwas |large, with stone walls, dark
green draPes at the narrow wi ndows, and a carpet of

muted brown. A fire crackled in the arched fireplace at
one end, and there was a candlelit table surrounded by
heavy chairs in the centre. Two people, a nman and a
woman, sat at the table.

Vani on, the Preceptor of the Pandion Knights, had

aged somewhat In the past ten years. Hi s hair and beard
were iron-grey now. There were a fewnore lines in his
face, but there were no signs of feebleness there. He wore
a mail shirt and a silver surcoat. As Sparhawk entered the
room he rose and came around the table. "I was about to
‘send a rescue party to the palace for you,' he said,

gri ppi ng Sparhawk's arnoured shoul ders. ' You

shoul dn't have gone there al one, you know.'

$maybe not, but things worked out all right.' Sparhawk
removed his gauntlets and hel nmet, |aying themon the
table. Then he unfastened his sword fromits studs and

" laid it beside them "It's good to see you again, Vanion,
he said, taking the older nan's hand in his. Vani on had
al ways been a stern teacher, tolerating no shortcom ngs
in the young knights he had trained to take their places in
Pandi on ranks. Although Sparhawk had come close to

hating the man during his novitiate, he now regarded the
bl unt - spoken preceptor as one of his closest friends, and
their handcl asp was warm even affectionate.

Then the big knight turned to the worman. She was

smal | and had that peculiar neat perfection one sonetines
sees in snall people. Her hair was as black as night,

t hough her eyes were a deep blue. Her features were

obvi ously not El ene, but had that strangely foreign cast
that marked her as a Styric. She wore a soft, white robe,
and there was a |l arge book on the table in front of her.
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"Sephrenia,' he greeted her warnly, 'you're |ooking
well."' He took both of her hands in his and kissed her
palns in the ritual Styric gesture of greeting.

"You have been long away, Sir Sparhawk,' she replied.

Her voice was soft and nusical and had an odd, lilting
quality to it.
"And will you bless ne, little nother?" he asked, a

smle touching his battered face. He knelt before her. The
formof address was Styric, reflecting that intimte
personal connection between teacher and pupil which

had exi sted since the dawn of tine.

"dadly." She lightly touched her hands to his face and
spoke a ritual benediction in the Styric tongue.

" Thank you,' he said sinply.

Then she did sonmething she rarely did. Wth her hands

still holding his face, she |l eaned forward and lightly
ki ssed him 'Welconme hone, dear one,' she murnured.
"It's good to be back,' he replied. 'I've m ssed you.

"Even though | scol ded you when you were a boy?' she
asked with a gentle snmle.

"Scol dings don't hurt that rmuch,' he laughed. 'I even m ssed those, for
sonme reason.'

"I think that perhaps we did well with this one,

Vanion,' she said to the preceptor. 'Between us, we've
made a good Pandi on.'

"One of the best,' Vanion agreed. "I think Sparhawk's

what they had in mnd when they fornmed the order.

Sephreni a's position anong the Knights Pandi on was

a peculiar one. She had appeared at the gates of the
order's notherhouse at Denbs upon the death of the
Styric tutor who had been instructing the novices in what

the Styrics referred to as the secrets. She had neither been
sel ected nor summoned, but had sinply appeared and

taken up her predecessor's duties. Generally, Elenes
despi sed and feared Styrics. They were a strange, alien
people who lived in small, rude clusters of houses deep
in the forests and nountains. They worshi pped strange
Gods and practised magic. WIld stories about hideous
rites involving the use of Elene blood and fl esh had
circulated anong the nore gullible in Elene society for
centuries, and periodically nobs of drunken peasants

woul d descend on unsuspecting Styric villages, bent on
massacre. The Church vigorously denounced such
atrocities. The Church Knights, who had cone to know

and respect their alien tutors, went perhaps a step

further than the Church, letting it be generally known

that unprovoked attacks on Styric settlenments woul d
result’ in swift and savage retaliation. Despite such
organi zed protection, however, any Styric who entered

an Elene village or town could expect taunts and abuse
and, not infrequently, showers of stones and offal. Thus,
Sephreni a's appearance at Denbs had not been without
personal risks. Her notives for com ng had been uncl ear,
but over the years she hadserved faithfully, to a nman the
,."" Pandions had cone to | ove and respect her. Even

Vani on, the preceptor of the order, frequently sought her
cQUnsel .

Spar hawk | ooked at the volunme |ying on the table

before her. ' A book, Sephrenia? he said in nock amazenent.
'Has Vanion finally persuaded you to learn howto
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read?’

"You know ny beliefs about that practice, Sparhawk,"

she replied. "I was nmerely |ooking at the pictures.' She
pointed at the brilliant illuminations on the page. "I was

ever fond of bright colours.’

Sparhawk drew up a chair and sat, his arnour

cr eaki ng.

' You saw Ehl ana?' Vani on asked, resuning his seat
across the table.

"Yes. ' Sparhawk | ooked at Sephrenia. 'How did you do
that?' he asked her. 'Seal her up like that, | mean?
"It's a bit conplex.'

Then she stopped and gave hima

penetrating | ook. 'Perhaps you're ready, at that,' she
mur nured. She rose to her feet. 'Cone over' here,

Spar hawk, ' she said, moving towards the fireplace.

Puzzl ed, he rose and followed her.

"Look into the flames, dear one,' she said softly, using
that odd Styric form of address she had used when he

was her pupil.

Conpel l ed by her voice, he stared at the fire. Faintly,
he heard her whispering in Styric, and then she passed
her hand slowy across the flames. Unthinking, he sank
to his knees and stared into the fireplace.

Sonething was nmoving in the fire. Sparhawk | eaned
forward and stared hard at the little bluish curls of flane
danci ng al ong the edge of a charred oak | og. The bl ue
col our expanded, growing larger and larger, and within
that ninbus of coruscating blue, he seenmed to see a
group of figures that wavered as the flane flickered. The
i mage grew stronger, and he realized that he was | ooking
at the senbl ance of the throne roomin the pal ace, many
m |l es away. Twel ve armoured Pandi ons were crossing

the flagstone floor bearing the slight figure of a young
girl. She was borne, not upon a litter, but upon the flat
sides of a dozen gl eam ng sword bl ades hel d rock- st eady
by the twelve bl ack-armured and vi sored nen. They
stopped before the throne, and Sephrenia's white-robed
figure stepped out of the shadows. She rai sed one hand,
seem ng to say sonething, though all Sparhawk coul d

hear was the crackling flanes. Wth a dreadful jerking
motion, the young girl sat up. It was Ehlana. Her face
was di storted and her eyes w de and vacant.

W t hout thinking, Sparhawk reached towards her,
thrusting his hand directly into the flanes.

"No,"' Sephrenia said sharply, pulling his hand back

"you may watch only.'

The i mage of Ehlana, trenbling uncontrollably, jerked
toits feet, following, it seemed, the unspoken conmands
of the small woman in the white robe. |nperiously,
Sephreni a pointed at the throne, and Ehl ana stunbl ed,
even staggered, up the steps of the dais to assune her
rightful place.

Sparhawk wept. He tried once again to reach out to his
queen, but Sephrenia held himback with a gentle touch
that was strangely like an iron chain. 'Continue to watch,
dear one,' she told him

The twel ve knights then forned a circle around the

ent hroned Queen and the white-robed woman standi ng

at her side. Reverently, they extended their swords so
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that the two wonen on the dais were ringed in steel
Sephreni a rai sed her arns and spoke. Sparhawk coul d
clearly see the strain on her face as she uttered the words
of an incantation he could not even begin to inagine.
The point of each of the twelve swords began to gl ow
and grew brighter and brighter, bathing the dais in
intense silvery-white light. The light fromthose sword
ti ps seened to coal esce around Ehl ana and her throne.
Then Sephrenia spoke a single word, bringing her arm
down as she did so in a peculiar cutting nmotion. In an
instant the light around Ehlana solidified, and she
becane as she had been when Sparhawk had seen her in

the throne roomthat norning. The inmage of Sephrenia,
however, wilted and coll apsed on the dais beside the
crystal -encased t hrone.

The tears were stream ng openly down Sparhawk's

face, and Sephrenia gently enfol ded his head in her
arnms, holding himto her. "It is not easy, Sparhawk,' she
conforted him 'To look thus into the fire opens the heart
and allows what we really are to energe. You are gentler
far than you woul d have us believe.

He wi ped at his eyes with the back of his hand. 'How
long will the crystal sustain her? he asked.

"For as long as the thirteen of us who were there
continue to live,' Sephrenia replied. 'A year at npbst, as
you El enes neasure tine.'

He stared at her

"It is our life force that keeps her heart alive. As the
seasons turn, we will one by one drop away, and one of
us who was there will then have to assune the burden of
the fallen. Eventually when we have each and every one
given all we can - your Queen will die.

"No!' he said fiercely. He | ooked at Vanion. 'Wre you
there, too?

Vani on nodded.

"Who el se?

"I't wouldn't serve any purpose for you to know that,
Sparhawk. W all went willingly and we knew what was

i nvol ved. '

"Who's going to take up the burden you nmentioned?

Spar hawk asked Sephreni a.

Iowill.!

"W're still arguing that point,' Vanion di sagreed.
"Any one of us who were there can do it, actually.'
"Not unless we nodify the spell, Vanion,' she told him
just a bit snugly.

"W'll see,' he said.

"But what good does it do?' Sparhawk denanded. 'Al

you've done is to give her a year nore of |life at a dreadfu
cost - and she doesn't even know.'

"if we can isolate the cause of her illness and find a
cure, the spell can be reversed,' Sephrenia replied. 'We
have suspended her life to give us tine.'

"Are we maki ng any progress?

"lI'"ve got every physician in Elenia working on it,"'
Vanion said, 'and |'ve summoned others from various
parts of Eosia. Sephrenia's looking into the possibility
that the illness may not be of natural origin. W' ve
"encount ered sone resistance, though. The court
physi ci ans refuse to co-operate.

"I'"lI'l go back to the palace then,' Sparhawk said bl eakly.
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"Perhaps | can persuade themto be nore hel pful.

"W thought of that already, but Annias has them al

cl osely guarded.

"what is Annias up to?' Sparhawk burst out angrily.

"All we want to do is to restore Ehlana. Wiy is he putting
all these stunbling blocks in our path? Does he want the
throne for hinself?

"I think he has his eyes on a bigger throne,' Vanion
Said. 'The Archprelate Cluvonus is old and in poor

health. | wouldn't be at all surprised if Annias believed
that the mtre of the Archprelacy mght fit him'

" Anni as? Archprel ate? Vanion, that's an absurdity.'
"lifeis filled with absurdities, Sparhawk. The mlitant
orders are all opposed to him of course, and our opinion
carries a great deal of weight with the Church

hear ocracy, but Annias has his hands in the treasury of
Ehl enia up to the el bows and he's very free with his bribes.
Ehl ana woul d have been able to cut off his access to that
money, but she fell ill. That nmay have sonething to do
with his | ack of enthusiasm about her recovery.

"And he wants to put Arissa's bastard on the throne to
repl ace her?' Sparhawk was growi ng angrier by the

m nute. 'Vanion, |'ve just seen Lycheas. He's weaker -
and stupider - than King Al dreas was. Besides, he's
illegitimate. '

Vani on spread his hands. 'A vote of the Royal Counci

could legitimze him and Annias controls the council.

"Not all of it, he doesn't,' Sparhawk grated. 'Technically,
I'"malso a nenber of the council, and | think

m ght just want to sway a few votes if that ever cane up.
A public duel or two m ght change the minds of the

council .’

"You're rash, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia told him

"No, I'mangry. | feel a powerful urge to hurt sone
peopl e."'

Vani on sighed. 'W can't nmake any decisions just yet,'

he sai d. Then he shook his head and turned to another
matter. 'What's really going on in Render?' he asked.
"Voren's reports were all rather carefully worded in the
event they fell into unfriendly hands.'

Sparhawk rose and went to one of the enbrasured

wi ndows with his black cape swirling about his ankles.

The sky was still covered with dirty-1ooking cloud, and
the city of C nmmura seened to crouch beneath that scud

as if clenched to endure yet another winter. "It's hot
there,' he nused, alnost as if to hinself, '"and dry and
dusty. The sun reflects back fromthe walls and pierces
the eye. At first light, before the sun rises and the sky is
like nolten silver, veiled wonmen in black robes and with
clay vessels on their shoulders pass in silence through
the streets on their way to the wells.

"I've m sjudged you, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia said in her

mel odi ¢ voice. 'You have the soul of a poet.'

"Not really, Sephrenia. It's just that you need to get the
feel of Render to understand what's happening there.

The sun is like the blows of a hammrer on the top of your
head, and the air is so hot and dry that it |leaves no tine
for thought. Renders seek sinplistic answers. The sun
doesn't give themtinme for pondering. That n ght

expl ai n what happened to Eshand in the first place. A
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simpl e shepherd with his brains half baked out isn't the
| ogi cal receptacle for any kind of profound epiphany. It was
the aggravation of the sun, | think, that gave the
Eshandi st Heresy its inpetus in the first place. Those
poor fools would have accepted any idea, no natter how
absurd, just for the chance to nove around - and perhaps
find some shade.'

"That's a novel explanation for a novenent that

plunged all of Eosia into three centuries of warfare,’
Vani on observed.

"You have to experience it,' Sparhawk told him
returning to his seat. 'Anyway, one of those sun-baked
ent husi asts arose at Dabour about twenty years ago.

" Arashan?' Vanion surnised. 'W've heard of him'
"That's what he calls hinself,' Sparhawk replied. 'He
was probably born with a different nane, though
Rel i gi ous | eaders tend to change their names fairly often
to fit the prejudices of their followers. From what
under stand, Arashamis an unlettered, unwashed

fanatic with only a tenuous grip on reality. He's about
eighty or so, and he sees things and hears voices. His
followers have less intelligence than their sheep. They'd
idly attack the kingdons of the north - if they could
only figure out which way north is. That's a matter of
serious debate in Render. |'ve seen a few of them These
heretics that send the menbers of the Hi erocracy in
chirellos trenbling to their beds every night are little
nmore than how i ng desert dervishes, poorly arnmed and
with no military training. Frankly, Vanion, |'d worry
nmore about the next winter stormthan any kind of
resurgence of the Eshandi st Heresy in Render.'’

"That's bl unt enough.

"I've just wasted ten years of ny life on a nonexistent
danger. |'msure you'll forgive a certain anpunt of

di scontent about the whol e thing.

"Patience will cone to you, Sparhawk.' Sephrenia

smiled. ' Once you have reached maturity.

"I thought that | already had.

"Not by half.'

He grinned at her then. 'Just how old are you,
Sephreni a?' he asked.

Her look was filled with resignation. 'Wat is it about
you Pandi ons that makes you all ask that same question?
You know |I'm not going to answer you. Can't you just
accept the fact that |'molder than you are and let it go at
t hat ?'

"You're also older than | am' Vanion added. 'You were
nmy teacher when | was no ol der than those boys who

guard ny door."'

"And do | ook so very, very ol d?

"My dear Sephrenia, you're as young as spring and as
wise as winter. You ve ruined us all, you know After
we' ve known you, the fairest of naidens have no charm
for us.'

‘isn't he nice?" She smiled at Sparhawk. 'Surely no man
alive has so beguiling a tongue.'

,try himsonetine when you' ve just nissed a pass

with the | ance,' Sparhawk replied sourly. He shifted his
shoul ders under the weight of his arnmour. '\Wat else is
afoot? |1've been gone a long tinme and |I' m hungry for
news. '
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"G ha's nmobilizing,'" Vanion told him 'The word that's
com ng out of Zenoch is that he's | ooking eastward
towards Daresia and the Tanul Enpire, but |'ve got a few
doubts about that.'

"And | have nore than a few,' Sephrenia agreed. 'The

ki ngdons of the west are suddenly awash with Styric
vagabonds. They canp at crossroads and hawk the rude
goods of Styricum but no local Styric band acknow edges
them as nenbers. For sone reason the Enperor

O ha and his cruel nmaster have inundated us with

wat chers. Azash has driven the Zenochs to attack the
west before. Sonmething lies hidden here that he desperately
wants, and he's not going to find it in Daresia.

There have been Zenoch nobilizations before,’

Spar hawk sai d, |eaning back. 'Nothing ever cane of it.'
"I think that this time mght be a bit nore serious,’
Vani on di sagreed. 'Wen he gathered his forces before,

it was always on the border, as soon as the four mlitant
orders nmoved into Lanorkand to face him he di sbhanded
his armes. He was testing us, nothing nore. This tine,

t hough, he's massing his troops back - behind the
mountains - out of sight, so to speak.

"Let himcone,' Sparhawk said bleakly. 'W stopped
himfive hundred years ago, and we can do it again if we
have to. '

Vani on shook his head. 'W don't want a repetition of
what happened after the battle at Lake Randera - a
century of fam ne, pestilence and conpl ete soci al
collapse - no, ny friend, that we don't want.'

"If we can avoid it,' Sephrenia added. "I am Styric, and
know even better than you Elenes just how totally evi
the El der God Azash is. If he conmes west again, he nust
be stopped - no nmatter what the cost.'

That's what the Church Knights are here for,' Vanion
said. 'Right now, about all we can do is keep our eyes on

O ha.'
"I'"ve just renenbered sonething,' Sparhawk said.
when | was riding into town last night, | saw Krager.

"Here in G mura?" Vanion asked, sounding surprised.

"Do you think Martel could be with hin®’

"Probably not. Krager's usually Martel's errand boy.
Adus is the one who has to be kept on a short chain.' He
squi nted. 'How nuch did you hear about the incident in
Ci ppria?" he asked them

"W heard that Martel attacked you,' Vanion replied.
"That's about all.'

"There was a bit nore to it than that,' Sparhawk' told
him 'Wen Aldreas sent me to Cippria, | was supposed

to report to the Elenian consul there - a diplomt who

j ust happens to be the cousin of the Primate Annias. Late
one night, he sumoned ne. | was on nmy way to his

house when Martel, Adus, and Krager - along with a fair
nunber of local cutthroats - came charging out of a side
street. There's no way that they could have known that
I'd be passing that way unl ess soneone had told them

Put that together with the fact that Krager's back in

C nmura, where there's a price on his head, and you
start to cone up with sone interesting concl usions.

"You think that Martel is working for Annias?

"It's a possibility, wouldn't you say? Annias wasn't
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very happy about the way nmy father forced Aldreas to

give up the notion of marrying his own sister, and it's
entirely possible that he felt that he'd have a freer hand
here in Elenia if the famly of Sparhawk became extinct in
a back alley in Gppria. O course, Martel has his own
reasons for disliking me. | really think you made a

nm st ake, Vani on. You could have saved us all a lot of
trouble if you hadn't ordered me to withdraw ny
chal l enge. '

Vani on shook his head. 'No, Sparhawk,' he said.

"Martel had been a brother in our order, and | didn't want

you two trying to kill each other. Besides, | couldn't be
entirely sure who'd win. Martel is very dangerous.
"So am 1.’

"i'mnot taking any unnecessary chances with you,
Spar hawk. You're too val uable.

"Wll, it's too late to worry about it now'

"What are your plans?

"i'm supposed to stay here in the chapterhouse, but I

think 1"l drift around the city a bit and see if | can run
across Krager again. If | can connect himw th anybody
who's working for Annias, I'lIl be able to answer a few

bur ni ng questions.'

' Perhaps you should wait a bit,' Sephrenia advised.
'"Kalten's on his way back from Lanorkand.

'Kalten? | haven't seen himin years.'

"She's right, Sparhawk,' Vanion agreed. 'Kalten's a

good man in tight corners, and the streets of C mura

can be just as dangerous as the alleys of G ppria.
"when's he likely to arrive?
Vani on shrugged. 'Soon, | think. It could even be
t oday. '

"Il wait until he gets here.' An idea canme to Sparhawk
then. He smiled at his teacher and rose to his feet.
"What are you doi ng, Sparhawk?' she asked him
suspi ci ousl y.
"Ch, nothing,' he replied. He began to speak in Styric,
moving his fingers in the air in front of himas he did so.
when he had built the spell, he released it and hel d out
hi s hand. There cane a humming vibration, foll owed by
a dinmming of the candles and a lowering of the flanes in
the fireplace. Wien the |ight cane up again, he was

hol di ng a bouquet of violets. 'For you, little nother,' he
said, "because | love you.' bowing slightly and offering the flowers to
her .

Wy, thank you, Sparhawk.' She sniled, taking

them 'You were always the nost thoughtful of my

pupils. You m spronounced stBrathB, though,' she added
critically. "You cane very close to filling your hand with
snakes.'

"Il practise,' he proni sed

' Do. '

There was a respectful knock at the door.

"Yes?' Vanion called.

The door opened and one of the young knights

stepped inside. 'There's a nessenger fromthe pal ace
outside, Lord Vanion. He says that he has been conmanded
to speak with Sir Sparhawk.'

' Now what do they want?' Sparhawk nuttered.
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"You'd better send himin,' Vanion told the young

kni ght .

"At once, ny Lord.' The kni ght bowed slightly and

went out again.

The nmessenger had a fanmiliar face. Hs blond hair was
still elegantly curled. H's saffron-col oured doubl et,

| avender hose, naroon shoes and appl e-green cl oak stil
clashed horribly. The young fop's face, however, sported
an entirely new enbellishment. The very tip of his

poi nted nose was adorned with a large and extrenely

pai nful -1 ooking boil. He was trying wi thout much success
to conceal the excrescence with a |lace-trimred
handker chi ef. He bowed el egantly to Vanion. 'My Lord
Preceptor,' he said, 'the Prince Regent sends his
conplinents. '

" And pl ease, convey mne back to him' Vanion

replied.

"Be assured that | shall, ny Lord.' The elegant fell ow
then turned to Sparhawk. 'My nessage is for you, Sir

Kni ght,' he decl ar ed.

'Say on then,' Sparhawk answered wi th exaggerated
formality. 'My ears hunger for your nessage.'

The fop ignored that. He renmoved a sheet of parchnent
frominside his doublet and read grandly fromit.

"By royal decree, you are comranded by his Hi ghness

to journey straightaway to the notherhouse of the
Pandi on Knights at Demps, there to devote yourself to
your religious duties until such tinme as he sees fit to
sunmon you once again to the pal ace."

"l see,' Sparhawk replied

'Do you understand the nessage, Sir Sparhawk?' the

fop asked, handi ng over the parchnent.

Sparhawk did not bother to read the docunment. "It was
quite clear. You have conpleted your mission in a
fashi on which does you credit.' Sparhawk peered at the
perfumed young fellow 'if you don't mind some advice,
nei ghbour, you ought to have that boil |ooked at by a
surgeon. If it isn't lanced soon, it's going to keep grow ng
to the point where you won't be able to see around it.
The fop winced at the word | anced. 'Do you really think
so, Sir Sparhawk?' he asked plaintively, |lowering his
handkerchief. 'Wuldn't a poultice, perhaps -'

Spar hawk shook his head. ' No, neighbour,' he said

with fal se synpathy. "I can al nbst guarantee you that a
poultice won't work. Be brave, ny man. Lancing is the
only solution.'

The courtier's face grew nel ancholy. He bowed and

left the room

"Did you do that to him Sparhawk?' Sephrenia asked
suspi ci ousl y.

'Me?' He gave her a | ook of wi de-eyed innocence

' Sonebody did. That eruption is not natural.’

"My, ny,' he said. 'immgine that.'

"Wl ? Vanion said. 'Are you going to obey the
bastard's orders?

"CfF course not,' Sparhawk snorted. 'I've got too nmany
things to do here in G mura.'

"You'll make himvery angry.'

' 507"
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The sky had turned threatening again when Spar hawk
energed fromthe chapterhouse and cl anked down t he
stairs into the courtyard. The novice cane fromthe stable
door |eading Faran, and Sparhawk | ooked thoughtfully

at him He was perhaps eighteen and quite tall. He had
knobby wrists that stuck out of an earth-col oured tunic
that was too small for him 'Wat's your name, young
man?' Spar hawk asked him

"Berit, nmy Lord.'

"What are your duties here?

"I haven't been assigned anything specific as yet, ny

Lord. | just try to make nyself useful.’
' Good. Turn around.'
"My Lord?

"l want to measure you.'
Berit | ooked puzzled, but he did as he was told.
Spar hawk neasured hi m across the shoulders with his
hands. Although he | ooked bony, Berit was actually a
husky youth. 'You'll do fine,' Sparhawk told him
Berit turned, baffled.
"You're going to be naking a trip,' Sparhawk told him
"Gather up what you'll need while | go get the man who's
going to go with you. '
"Yes, ny Lord,' Berit replied, bowi ng respectfully.
Spar hawk took hold of the saddl ebow and haul ed
hi nsel f up onto Faran's back. Berit handed himthe reins
and Sparhawk nudged the big roan into a wal k. They
crossed the courtyard, and Sparhawk responded to the
salutes of the knights at the gate. Then he rode on across
the drawbridge and through the east gate of the city.
The streets of C nmura were busy now. Wbrkmnen
carrying | arge bundl es wapped in nmud-col oured burl ap
grunted their way through the narrow | anes, and
merchants dressed in conventional blue stood in the
doorways of their shops with their brightly col oured
wares piLed around them An occasional wagon clattered
al ong the cobbl estones. Near the intersection of two
narrow streets, a squad of church soldiers in their scarlet
livery marched with a certain arrogant precision
Sparhawk did not give way to them but instead bore
down on themat a steady trot. Gudgingly, they
separated and stood aside as he passed. 'Thank you,
nei ghbours,' Sparhawk said pl easantly.
They did not answer him
He reined Faran in. "l said, thank you, neighbours.
"you're wel conme,' one of themreplied sullenly.
Spar hawk wai t ed

My Lord,' the soldier added grudgi ngly.
"Much better, friend.' Sparhawk rode on
The gate to the inn was closed, and Sparhawk | eaned
over and banged on its tinbers with his gauntleted fist.
The porter who swung it open for himwas not the sane
kni ght who had admitted himthe evening before.
Spar hawk swung down from Faran's back and handed
hi mthe reins.
wi Il you be needing himagain, nmy Lord?" the knight
asked.
"yes. I'lIl be going right back out. Wuld you saddl e ny
squire's horse, Sir Knight?
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"Cf course, ny Lord.'

"l appreciate that.' Sparhawk | aid one hand on Faran's
neck. 'Behave yourself,' he said.

Faran | ooked away, his expression lofty.

Sparhawk clinked up the stairs and rapped on the door

of the roomat the top.

Kuri k opened the door for him 'Wll? Howdid it go?
"Not bad.'

"You cane out alive, anyway. Did you see the Queen?
"Yes.'

"That's surprising.'

"l sort of insisted. do you want to get your things
toget her? You're going back to Denos.

"You didn't say "we", Sparhawk.

"i'mstaying here.'

"l suppose there are good reasons.

'Lycheas has ordered nme back to the notherhouse.

more or less plan to ignore him but | want to be able to
move around G mmura without being followed. There's

a young novice at the chapterhouse who's about ny size.
We'll put himin my armour and nount himon Faran

Then the two of you can ride to Denos with a grand show
of obedi ence. As long as he keeps his visor down, the
primate's spies will think |I'm obeying orders.

"I't's workable, | suppose. | don't |like the idea of |eaving
you here al one, though."’

"I won't be alone. Kalten's conming in either today or

t onorrow. '

"That's a little better. Kalten's steady.' Kurik frowned.
"I thought that he'd been exiled to Lanorkand. Wo
ordered hi m back?

"Vanion didn't say, but you know Kalten. Maybe he

just got bored with Lanorkand and took i ndependent
action.'

"How | ong do you want nme to stay at Denps?' Kurik

asked as he began to gather up his things.

"a month or so at least. The road's likely to be watched.
I"I'l get word to you. Do you need any noney?

"l al ways need noney, Sparhawk.'

There's sone in the pocket of that tunic.' Sparhawk

poi nted at his travel clothes draped across the back of
a chair. 'Take what you need.'

Kurik grinned at him

‘"Leave ne a little, though.

"Of course, ny Lord,' Kurik said with a nmocking bow.

"Do you want me to pack up your things?

"No. I'Il be com ng back here when Kalten arrives. It's a
little hard to get in and out of the chapterhouse without
bei ng seen. |Is the back door to that tavern still open?
"I't was yesterday. | drop in there fromtinme to tine.'

"I thought you mght.'
"A man needs a few vices, Sparhawk. It gives him
sonmet hing to repent when he goes to chapel.'

"if Aslade hears that you've been drinking, she'll set
fire to your beard.'
Then we'll just have to make sure that she doesn't

hear about it, won't we, ny Lord?

why do | always get nixed up in your donestic

af fairs?

"I't keeps your feet planted in reality. Get your own
wi fe, Sparhawk. Then other wonen won't feel obliged to
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take special note of you. A nmarried man is safe. A
bachelor is a constant challenge to any wonan alive.'

About hal f an hour |ater, Sparhawk and his squire went
down the stairs into the courtyard, nounted their horses,
and rode out through the gate. They clattered al ong the
cobbl estone streets towards the east gate of the city.

we' re being watched, you know,' Kurik said quietly.

"I certainly hope so,' Sparhawk replied. 'i'd hate to have
toride around in circles until we attract sonebody's
attention.'

They went through the ritual again at the drawbridge

of the chapterhouse and then rode on into the courtyard.
Berit was waiting for them

"This is Kurik,' Sparhawk told himas he di snounted.

"The two of you will be going to denpbs. Kurik, the young
man's name is Berit."

The squire | ooked the acolyte up and down. 'He's the

right size,' he noted. "I mght have to shorten a few straps
but your arnour should cone close to fitting him'

"1 thought so nyself.

Anot her novice cane out and took their reins.

'Cone along then, you two,' Sparhawk said. "Let's go

and tell Vanion what we're going to do, and then we'l|l

put ny arnour on our nmsquerader here.'

Berit | ooked startl ed.

"You're being pronoted, Berit,' Kurik told him ' You

see how qui ckly one can nove up in the Pandi ons?

Yesterday a novice, today Queen's Chanpion.

"I'll explainit to you when we see Vani on,' Sparhawk

told Berit. "It's not so interesting a story that | want to go
over it nore than once.'

It was midafternoon when the three of them energed
fromthe chapterhouse door again. Berit wal ked

awkwardly in the unaccustoned arnour, and Sparhawk

was dressed in a plain tunic and hose.

"I think it's going to rain,' Kurik said, squinting at the
sky. '"You won't nelt,' Sparhawk told him

"i"'mnot worried about that,' the squire replied. "It's
just that I'lIl have to scour the rust off your arnour again.
"Life is hard.' Kurik grunted, and then the two of them boosted Berit

up into Faran's saddle. 'You're going to take this young
man to Denos,' Sparhawk told his horse. 'Try to behave

as if it were ne on your back.

Faran gave himan inquiring | ook

"I't would take much too long to explain. It's entirely up
to you, Faran, but he's wearing ny arnour, so if you try
to bite him you'll probably break your teeth.' Sparhawk
turned to his squire. 'Say hello to Aslade and the boys for

me,' he said.
"Right," Kurik nodded. Then he swung up into his
saddl e.

"Don't nake too big a show when you | eave,' Sparhawk
added, 'but make sure that you' re seen - and make sure
that Berit keeps his visor down.

"l know what |'m doing, Sparhawk. Come al ong then,

my Lord,' Kurik said to Berit.

"My Lord?
"You mght as well get used to it, Berit.' Kurik pulled
his horse around. 'I'll see you, Sparhawk.' Then the two
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of themrode out of the courtyard towards the drawbridge.
The rest of the day passed quietly. Sparhawk sat in the
cell which Vanion had assigned to him reading a nusty
ol d book. At sundown he joined the other brothers in the
refectory for the sinple evening neal, then marched in
qui et procession with themto chapel. Sparhawk's
religious convictions were not profound, but there was
again that sense of renewal involved in the return to the
"practices of his novitiate. Vanion conducted the services
that evening and spoke at sone length on the virtue of
humility. In keeping with his |ong-standing practice,
Sparhawk fell into a doze about hal fway through the
sernmon.

He was awakened at the end of the sernmon by the voice

of an angel. A young knight with hair the col our of butter
and a neck like a marble colum lifted his clear tenor
voice in a hym of praise. H's face shone, and his eyes
were filled with adoration

"Was | really all that boring? Vanion nurnured,

falling in beside Sparhawk as they left the chapel
"Probably not,' Sparhawk replied, "but I'mnot really in
any position to judge. Did you do the one about the

si npl e dai sy being as beautiful in the eyes of God as the
rose!"’

"You've heard it before?

"Frequently. '

"The ol d ones are the best.'

"Who' s your tenor?

"Sir Parasim He just won his spurs.'

"l don't want to alarmyou, Vanion, but he's too good

for this world.'

"I know.'

"CGod will probably call himhone very soon

"That's God's business, isn't it, Sparhawk?

"Do ne a favour, Vanion. Don't put ne in a situation
where |'mthe one who gets himkill ed.

"That's al so God's business. Sleep well, Sparhawk.'

"You, too, Vanion.'

It was probably about m dnight when the door to
Sparhawk's cell banged open. He rolled quickly out of his
narrow cot and canme to his feet with his sword in his
hand.

"Don't do that,' the big blond-haired man in the

doorway said in disgust. He was holding a candle in one
hand and a wineskin in the other.

"Hell o, Kalten,' Sparhawk greeted his boyhood friend.
"When did you get in?

" About a hal f-hour ago. | thought | was going to have to
scale the walls there for a while.' He | ooked di sgust ed.
"It's peacetinme. Wiy do they raise the drawbridge every
ni ght ?'

"Probably out of habit.'

"Are you going to put that down?' Kalten asked,

pointing at the sword in Sparhawk's hand, 'or am | going
to have to drink this whole thing by nysel f?

"sorry,' Sparhawk said. He | eaned his plain sword

agai nst the wall.

Kalten set his candle on the small table in the corner,
tossed the wi neskin onto Sparhawk's bed, and then

caught his friend in a huge bear hug. "It's good to see
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you,' he decl ared.

"and you, too,' Sparhawk replied. 'Have a seat.' He

poi nted at the stool by the table and sat down on the edge
of his cot. 'How was Lanorkand?

Kal ten made an indelicate sound. 'Cold, danp, and
nervous,' he replied. 'Lanorks are not ny favourite
,people in the world. How was Render?

Spar hawk shrugged. 'Hot, dry, and probably just as

nervous as Lanorkand.

"l heard a runour that you ran into Martel down there

did you give hima nice funeral ?

'He got away.'

"you're slipping, Sparhawk.' Kalten unfastened the

collar of his cloak. A great mat of curly blond hair
protruded out of the neck of his mail coat. 'Are you going
to sit on that w neskin all night?" he asked pointedly.
Spar hawk grunted, unstoppered the skin and lifted it

to his lips. 'Not bad,' he said. 'Were did you get it?" He
handed the skin to his friend.

| picked it up in a wayside tavern about sundown,' he
replied. "I renmenbered that all there is to drink in
Pandi on chapterhouses is water - or tea, if Sephrenia
happens to be around. Stupid custom'

"We are a religious order, Kalten.

There are a hal f-dozen patriarchs in Chyrell os who get

as drunk as lords every night.' Kalten lifted the wi neskin
and took a long drink. Then he shook the skin. "I should
have picked up two,' he observed. 'Ch, by the way

Kurik was in the tavern with sone young puppy wearing

your arnour.'

"l shoul d have guessed that,' Sparhawk said wyly.

"Anyway, Kurik told me that you were here. | was

going to spend the night there, but when |I heard that
you' d cone back from Render, | rode on the rest of the
way. '

"i'mtouched."’

Kal ten | aughed and handed back the w neskin.

"Were Kurik and the novice staying out of sight?'

Spar hawk asked

Kal t en nodded. 'They were in one of the back roons,

and the young fellow was keeping his visor down. Have

you ever seen anybody try to drink through his visor? Funniest thing | ever
saw. There were a couple of |oca

whores there, too. Your young Pandi on m ght be getting
an education al ong about now.'

'He's due,' Sparhawk observed.

"I wonder if he'll try to do that with his visor down as
wel | .*

"Those girls are usually adaptable.

Kal ten | aughed. 'Anyhow, Kurik told ne about the
situation here. Do you really believe you can sneak
around C nmura wit hout being recogni zed?

"I was thinking along the lines of a disguise of sone
sort.'

"Better cone up with a fal se nose,' Kalten advi sed

" That broken beak of yours makes you fairly easy to pick
out of a crowd.’

"You shoul d know,' Sparhawk said. 'You re the one

who broke it.'

"W were only playing,' Kalten said, sounding a bit
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defensive. '"lI've got used to it. W'Il talk with Sephrenia in the
nmor ni ng. She should be able to cone up with sonething

in the way of disguises.'

"i'd heard that she was here. How is she?

' The sane. Sephrenia never changes.

"Truly.' Kalten took another drink fromthe w neskin

and wi ped his nouth with the back of his hand. ' You

know, | think | was always a big di sappointnment to her

No matter how hard she tried to teach nme the secrets,

I just couldn't master the Styric | anguage. Every tine

| tried to say "ogeragekgBsek," | al nost dislocated ny jaw.'
"' Oker BgukaseV' ,' Sparhawk corrected him
However you say it. I'Il just stick to ny sword and | et

others play with nagic.' He | eaned forward on his stool
They say that the Eshandi sts are on the rise again in
Rendor. Is there any truth to that?
"I't's no particular danger.' Sparhawk shrugged, | ounging
back on his cot. 'They how and spin around in circles
out in the desert and recite slogans to each other. That's
about as far as it goes. Is anything very interesting going
on in Lanorkand?'
Kalten snorted. 'All the barons there are involved in
private wars with each other,' he reported. 'The whol e
ki ngdom reeks with the lust for revenge. Wuld you
believe that there's actually a war going on over a bee
sting? An earl got stung and declared war on the baron
whose peasants owned the hive. They've been fighting
each other for ten years now.'
That's Lanorkand for you. Anything el se happening?
The whol e countrysi de east of Mdtera is craming with
Zenochs.'
Sparhawk sat up quickly. 'Vanion did say that O ha
was nobi li zi ng.
"Qtha nobilizes every ten years.' Kalten handed his

friend the wineskin. "I think he does it just to keep his
people fromgetting restless.
"Are the Zenochs doing anything significant in
Lanor kand?"
"Not that | was able to tell. They're asking a | ot of
questions - nostly about old folklore. You can find two
or three of themin alnost every village. They question
ol d wonen and buy drinks for the loafers in the village
taverns.'
"Peculiar,' Sparhawk murnured.
"That's a fairly accurate description of just about
anybody from Zenoch,' Kalten said. 'Sanity has never
been particularly prized there.' He stood up. 'I'll go find a
bed sonepl ace,' he said. "I can drag it in here and we can
talk old tinmes until we both fall asleep.'
"All right.' Kalten grinned. 'Like the tinme your father caught us in

that plumtree.’

Sparhawk wi nced. 'I've been trying to forget about

that for alnpst thirttty Years now.'

"Your father did have a very firmhand, as | recall. | |ost
track of most of the rest of that day - and the plunms gave
me a bellyache beSides. 1'Il be right back.' He turned and
went out the door of Sparhawk's cell.

It was good to have Kalten back. The two of them had

grown up together in the house of Sparhawk's parents at
Denps after Kalten's famly had been killed and before
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the pair of boys had entered their novitiate training at the
Pandi on not her house. In many ways, they were cl oser

than brothers. To be sure, Kalten had sonme rough edges

to him but their close friendship was one of the things
Spar hawk val ue nore than anyt hing.

After a short time, the big blond man returned,
dragging a bed behind him and then the two of themlay

in the dimcandlelight renminiscing until quite late. Al in
dall, it was a very good night.

Early the followi ng nmorning, they rose and dressed
thensel ves, covering their mail coats with the hooded
robes Pandi ons wore when they were inside their

chapt erhouses. They rather carefully avoi ded the
mor ni ng procession to chapel and went in search of the
worman who had trai ned whol e generations of Pandi on
Knights in the intricacies of what were called the
secrets.

They found her seated with her norning tea before the
fire high up in the south tower.

"Good nmorning, little nmother,' Sparhawk greeted her
fromthe doorway. 'Do you mind if we join you?

"Not at all, Sir Knights.'

Kalten went to her, knelt, and kissed both her pal ns.
will you bless nme, little nmother?' he asked her.

She sm | ed and put one hand on each side of his face.
Then she spoke her benediction in Styric.

That al ways nmakes nme feel better for some reason,' he
said, rising to his feet again. 'Even though |I don't
understand all the words.

She | ooked at themcritically. "I see that you chose not
to' attend chapel this norning.

God won't miss us all that rmuch.' Kalten shrugged.

besides, | could recite all of Vanion's sernpbns from
menory. "'

what ot her nmischief are you two planning for today?
she asked.

m schi ef, Sephreni a?" Kalten asked innocently.

Spar hawk | aughed. 'Actually, we weren't even contenpl ating
any nmischief. W just have a fairly sinple

errand in mnd.'

"Qut in the city?

He nodded. 'The only problemis that we're both fairly
wel | known here in C nmrura. W thought you m ght be

able to help us with some disguises."

She | ooked at them her expression cool. '"i'magetting a
strong sense of subterfuge in all this. Just exactly what is
this errand of yours?

"W thought we'd | ook up an old friend,' Sparhawk
replied. 'A fell ow named Krager. He has some information
he m ght want to share wi th us.

"information?

'He knows where Martel is.

"Krager won't tell you that.

Kal ten cracked his big knuckl es, the sound unpl easantly
calling to mind the sharp noi se of breaking

bones. 'Wuld you care to phrase that in the formof a
wager, Sephreni a?' he asked.

"Wn't you two ever grow up? You're a pair of eterna
children.'

"That's why you |l ove us so rmuch, isn't it, little nother?
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Kal ten gri nned.

"What sort of disguise would you recomend?

Spar hawk asked her.

She pursed her |ips and | ooked at them 'A courtier and
his squire, | think.'

"No one could ever mistake ne for a courtier,' he

obj ect ed.

"I was thinking of it the other way around. | can nake
you | ook al nbst |ike a good honest squire, and once we
dress Kalten in a satin doublet and curl that [ong bl ond
hair of his, he can pass for a courtier.

"l do look good in satin,' Kalten rmurmured nodestly.

"Why not just a couple of common wor knmen?'

Spar hawk asked

She shook her head. ' Conmon wor knmen cringe and

fawn when they encounter a nobl eman. Coul d either of

you manage a cringe?'

'She's got a point,' Kalten said.

' Besi des, workmen don't carry swords, and | don't

i magi ne that either of you would care to go into G mura
unar med.

' She thinks of everything, doesn't she?' Sparhawk
observed.

"All right,' she said. 'Let's see what we can do.'

Several acolytes were sent scurrying to various places

in the chapterhouse for a nunber of articles. Sephrenia
consi dered each one of them selecting some and di scardi ng
others. What energed after about an hour were

two men who only faintly resenbled the pair of Pandi ons
who had first entered the room Sparhawk now wore a

plain livery not unlike Kurik's, and he carried a short
sword. A fierce black beard was glued to his face, and a
purple scar ran across his broken nose and up under a

bl ack patch that covered his left eye.

"this thing itches,' he conplained, reaching up to
scratch at the fal se beard.

: Keep your fingers off of it until the glue dries, ' she told
him lightly slapping his knuckles. 'And put on a glove to
cover that ring.'

‘"do you actually expect me to carry this toy?' Kalten
demanded, flourishing a light rapier. "I want a sword,

not a knitting needle.

"Courtiers don't carry broadswords, Kalten,' she

rem nded him She |ooked at himcritically. Hi s doubl et
was bright blue, gored and inset with red satin. Hi s hose
mat ched the goring, and he wore soft hal f-boots, since no
.pair of the pointed shoes currently in fashion could be
found to fit his huge feet. Hi s cape was of pale pink, and
his freshly curled blond hair spilled down over the collar.
He al so wore a broad-brinmed hat adorned with a white
"plume. 'You | ook beautiful, Kalten,' she conplinented
him "I think you m ght pass - once |I rouge your cheeks.'
"Absolutely not!' ~e backed away from her

Kalten,' she said quite firmy, 'sit down.' She pointed
at a chair and reached for a rouge pot.

Do | have to?'

"Yes. Now sit.

Kalten | ooked at Sparhawk. 'if you |augh, we're going
to fight, so don't even think about it.'
" Me?

Si nce the chapterhouse was watched at all times by the
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agents of the Prinate Annias, Vanion cane up with a
suggestion that was part subterfuge and part utilitarian.
"I need to transfer sone things to the inn anyway,' he
expl ai ned. ' Anni as knows that the inn belongs to us, so
we're not giving anything away. W'll hide Kalten in the
wagon bed and turn this 'good, honest fellowinto a
teanster.' He | ooked pointedly at the patch-eyed,

bear ded Sparhawk. 'Wiere on earth did you find so close
a match to his real hair? he asked Sephrenia curiously.
She smled. 'The next tinme you go into the stabl es,

don't look too closely at your horse's tail.'

"ny horse?'

'"He was the only black horse in the stable, Vanion, and
| didn't take all that nuch, really.

"My horse?' he repeated, |ooking injured.

"We must all neke sacrifices now and then,' she told
him "It's a part of the Pandion oath, renenber?

N
*Chapter5

The wagon was rickety, and the horse was spavi ned.

Spar hawk sl ouched on the wagon seat with the reins
hel d negligently in one hand and apparently paying
very little attention to the people in the street around
hi m
The wheel s wobbl ed and creaked as the wagon jolted
over a rutted place in the stone-paved street. 'Sparhawk,
do you have to hit every single bump? Kalten's nuffled
voi ce cane from under the boxes and bal es | oosely piled
around himin the back of the wagon.
'Keep quiet,' Sparhawk nuttered. 'Two church
sol diers are comng this way.'
Kalten grunbled a few choice oaths, then fell silent.
The church soldiers wore red livery and di sdainfu
expressions. As they wal ked through the crowded
streets, the worknen and bl ue-clad nerchants stepped
aside for them Sparhawk reined in his nag, stopping the
wagon in the exact centre of the street so that the soldiers
woul d be forced to go around him ' Morning, neighbours,"
he greeted them
They glared at him then wal ked on around the wagon.
'Have a pl easant day,' he called after them
They ignored him
"what was that all about?' Kalten demanded in a | ow
voi ce fromthe wagon bed.
"Just checking nmy disguise,' Sparhawk replied, shaking

the reins.
"Wl ?
"Wl |l what ?

"Does it work?

'They didn't give nme a second gl ance.'

How rmuch farther to the inn? |I'm suffocating under al
this. '

‘"Not too nuch farther.'

"Gve nme a big surprise, Sparhawk. Mss a bunp or two
- just for the sake of variety.

The wagon creaked on.

At the barred gate of the inn, Sparhawk clinbed down
fromthe wagon and pounded the rhythmc signal on its
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stout tinbers. After a nmoment the knight porter opened
the gate. He | ooked at Sparhawk carefully. 'Sorry,
friend,'" he said. 'The inn's all full.

"W won't be staying, Sir Knight,' Sparhawk told him

"W just brought a |load of supplies fromthe chapterhouse.
The porter's eyes w dened and he peered nore closely

at the big man. 'is that you, Sir Sparhawk?' he asked
incredulously. 'l didn't even recogni ze you.'

'That was sort of the idea. You aren't supposed to.'

The kni ght pushed the gate open, and Sparhawk | ed

the weary horse into the courtyard. 'You can get out
now,' he said to Kalten as the porter closed the gate.
"Help get all this off ne.’

Spar hawk noved a Few of the boxes, and Kalten cane
squirmng out. The knight porter gave the big blond man an anused
| ook.

'CGo ahead and say it,' Kalten said in a belligerent tone.
"I wouldn't dreamof it, Sir Knight.'

Sparhawk took a long, rectangular box out of the

wagon bed and hoisted it up onto his shoul der. 'Get
sonmebody to help you with these supplies,’ he told the
porter. 'Preceptor Vanion sent them And take care of the
horse. He's tired."'

"Tired? Dead woul d be closer.' The porter eyed the

di sconsol at e-| ooki ng nag.

"He's old, that's all. It happens to all of us sooner or
|later. Is the back door to the tavern open?' He | ooked
across the courtyard at a deeply inset doorway.

"I't's always open, Sir Sparhawk.

Spar hawk nodded and he and Kalten crossed the

courtyard

"What have you got in the box?' Kalten asked.

"our swords.'

That's clever, but won't they be a little hard to draw?'
"Not after | throw the box down on the cobbl estones,

they won't.' He opened the inset door. 'After you, ny
Lord,' he said, bow ng.

They passed through a cluttered storeroom and cane

out into a shabby-1ooking tavern. A century or so of dust
cl ouded the single window, and the straw on the fl oor

was moul dy. The room smnel | ed of stale beer and spilled

wi ne and vonmit. The low ceiling was draped with

cobwebs, and the rough tables and benches were battered
and tired-1ooking. There were only three people in

the place, a sour-looking tavern keeper, a drunken man
with his head cradled in his arns on a table by the door,
and a bl owsy-1ooking whore in a red dress dozing in the

corner.
Kalten went to the door and | ooked out into the street.
its still a little underpopul ated out there,' he grunted.

‘'Lets have a tankard or two while we wait for the
nei ghbour hood to wake up.'

why not have sone breakfast instead?

that's what | said.

They sat at one of the tables, and the tavern keeper
came over, giving no hint that he recognized them as
Pandi ons. He nade an ineffective swi pe at a puddl e of
spilled beer on the table with a filthy rag. 'Wat would
you like?" H's voice had a sullen, unfriendly tone.
"Beer,' Kalten replied.
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"Bring us a little bread and cheese, too,' Sparhawk
added.

The tavern keeper grunted and |eft them

"Where was Krager when you saw hin?' Kalten asked
quietly.

"In that square near the west gate.

"That's a shabby part of town.'

"Krager's a shabby sort of person.'

"W could start there, | suppose, but this might take a
whil e. Krager could be down just about any rat hole in
G nmura. '

'"Did you have anything el se nore pressing to do?

The whore in the red dress haul ed herself wearily to

her feet and shuffled across the straw covered floor to

their table. "I don't suppose either of you fine gentlenen
woul d care for a bit of a frolic? she asked in a bored-sounding
voi ce. One of her front teeth was m ssing, and

her red dress was cut very lowin front. Perfunctorily she

| eaned forward to offer thema view of her flabby-Iooking
breasts.

"It's a bit early, little sister,' Sparhawk said. 'Thanks al
the sane."'

:How s business?' Kalten asked her

"Slow. It's always slow in the norning.' She sighed. '

don't suppose you could see your way clear to offer a girl
sonething to drink? she asked hopefully.

"Whay not?' Kalten replied. 'Tavern keeper,' he called,

"bring the | ady one, too.'

" Thanks, ny Lord,' the whore said. 'She | ooked around

the tavern. 'This is a sorry place,' she said with

a certain anbunt of resignation in her voice. "I wouldn't even
conme in here - except that | don't like to work the streets.
She sighed. 'Do you know sonething? she said. 'MW feet

hurt. Isn't that a strange thing to happen to sonmeone in

my profession? You'd think it would be my back. Thanks

again, my Lord.' She turned and shuffled back to the

tabl e where she had been sitting.

"I like talking with whores,' Kalten said. 'They've got

a nice, unconplicated view of life.

That's a strange hobby for a Church Knight.
"CGod hired nme as a fighting nan, Sparhawk, not as a

monk. | fight whenever He tells me to, but the rest of ny
time is ny own.'

The tavern keeper brought them tankards of beer and a
plate with bread and cheese on it. They sat eating and
tal king quietly.

After about an hour the tavern had attracted severa

nmore customers - sweat-snelling workmen who had

slipped away fromtheir chores and a few of the keepers
of nearby shops. Sparhawk rose, went to the door and

| ooked out. Although the narrow back street was not
exactly teeming with traffic, there were enough peopl e
nmovi ng back and forth to provi de sone neasure of
concei |l ment. Sparhawk returned to the table. "I think it's
time to be on our way, ny Lord,' he said to Kalten. He

pi cked up his box.

"Right,' Kalten replied. He drained his tankard and

rose to his feet, swaying slightly and with his hat on the
back of his head. He stunbled a fewtines on the way to
the door and he was reeling just a bit as he | ed the way
out into the street. Sparhawk followed himw th the box
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once again on his shoulder. 'Aren't you overdoi ng that
just alittle? he nuttered to his friend when they turned the corner
"i"'mjust a typical drunken courtier, Sparhawk. W' ve
just cone out of a tavern.'

"W're well past it now If you act too drunk, you'l
attract attention. | think it's time for a mracul ous
recovery.'

"you're taking all the fun out of this, Sparhawk,' Kalten
conpl ai ned. He stopped staggering and strai ghtened his
whi t e- pl umed hat .

they noved on through the busy streets with

Sparhawk trailing respectfully behind his friend as a
good squire woul d.

When they reached another intersection, Sparhawk

felt a famliar prickling of his skin. He set down his
wooden box and wiped at his brow with the sl eeve of his
snmock.

"What's the matter?' Kalten asked, al so stopping.

'The case is heavy, ny Lord,' Sparhawk explained in a

voi ce | oud enough to be heard by passers-by. Then he
spoke in a hal f-whisper. 'W're being watched,' he said
as his eyes swept the sides of the street.

The robed and hooded figure was in an upper floor

wi ndow, partially conceal ed behind a thick green drape.

It | ooked very nuch like the one that had watched himin
the rain-wet streets the night he had first arrived back in
Cinmurra.

'Have you |l ocated hin?' Kalten asked quietly, naking

sonme show of adjusting the collar of his pink cloak
Sparhawk grunted, raising the box to his shoul der

again. 'Upper floor wi ndow over the chandler's shop.'
"Let's be off then, ny man,' Kalten said in a |ouder voice.
' The days wearing on.' As he started on up the street, he
cast a quick, furtive glance at the green-draped w ndow.
They rounded anot her corner. '(Gdd-1ooking sort,

wasn't he?' Kalten noted. 'Most people don't wear hoods
when they're indoors.'

' Maybe he's got sonmething to hide.'’

"Do you think He recogni zed us?

"It's hard to say. |I'mnot positive, but | think he was the
sanme one who was watching nme the night | cane into
town. | didn't get a good look at him but | could feel him

and this one feels just about the sane.’

"Woul d nmagi c penetrate these di sguises?

"Easily. Magic sees the man, not the clothes. Let's go
down a few alleys and see if we can shake himoff in case
he decides to follow us."'

"right.’

It was nearly noon when they reached the square near
the west gate where Sparhawk had seen Krager. They
split up there. Sparhawk went in one direction and
Kalten the other. They questioned the keepers of the
brightly col oured booths and the nore sedate shops

closely, describing Krager in sone detail. On the far side
of the square, Sparhawk rejoined his friend. 'Any |uck?
he asked.

Kal ten nodded. 'There's a wi ne merchant over there
who says that a man who | ooks |ike Krager conmes in three
or four tinmes a day to buy a flagon of Arcian red.
That's Krager's drink, all right.' Sparhawk grinned. 'if
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Martel finds out that he's drinking again, he'll reach
down his throat and pull his heart out.'

‘Can you actually do that to a nan?'

"you can if your armis | ong enough, and if you know

what you're |looking for. Did your wine merchant give

you any sort of hint about which way Krager usually

cones fronf'

Kal ten nodded. 'That street there.' He pointed.

Spar hawk scratched at his horse-hair beard, thinking.

"if you pull that |oose, Sephrenia's going to turn you
over her knee and paddl e you.

Spar hawk took his hand away fromhis face. 'Has

Krager picked up his first flagon of wine this norning?

he asked.

Kal t en nodded. 'About two hours ago.'

"He's likely to finish that first one fairly fast. If he's
drinking the way he used to, he'll wake up in the

nmorni ngs feeling a bit unwell.' Sparhawk | ooked around

the busy square. 'Let's go on up that street a ways where
there aren't quite so many people and wait for him As
soon as he runs out of wine, he'll cone out for nore.'
"Wn't he see us? He knows us both, you know '

Spar' hawk shook his head. 'He's so shortsighted that

he can barely see past the end of his nose. Add a flagon of
wine to that, and he wouldn't be able to recognize his
own not her.'

"Krager's got a mother?' Kalten asked in nock amazenent.
| thought he just crawl ed out fromunder a rotten

|l 0g."'
Spar hawk | aughed. 'Let's go find soneplace where we can wait for him'
"Can we skul k?' Kalten asked eagerly. "I haven't

skul ked in years.'

"Skul k away, my friend,' Sparhawk said.

They wal ked up the street the wi ne merchant had

i ndi cated. After a few hundred paces, Sparhawk pointed
towards the narrow opening of an alley. 'That ought to

do it,' he said. 'Let's go do our skulking in there. When
Krager goes by, we can drag himinto the alley and have
our little chat in private.

'"Right,' Kalten agreed with an evil grin.

They crossed the street and entered the alley. Rotting
garbage | ay heaped al ong the sides, and sone way

farther on was a reeking public urinal. Kalten waved one
hand in front of his face. 'Sonetines your decisions |eave
a lot to be desired, Sparhawk,' he said. 'Couldn't you
have pi cked soneplace a little |less fragrant?

"You know,' Sparhawk said, 'that's what |'ve nissed

about not having you around, Kalten - that steady
stream of conplaints.'’

Kal ten shrugged. 'A nman needs sonething to talk

about.' He reached under his azure doublet, took out a

smal |, curved knife and began to strop it on the sole of his
boot. "I get himfirst,' he said.

" What ?'

"Krager. | get to start on himfirst.'

'What gave you that idea?

"You're ny friend, Sparhawk. Friends always |et the
friends go first.'

‘'Doesn't that work the other way around, too?

Kal ten shook his head. 'You like me better than | |ike
you. It's only natural, of course. I'ma lot nore |ikeable
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than you are.'

Spar hawk gave hima | ong | ook

"That's what friends are for, Sparhawk,' Kalten said
ingratiatingly, 'to point out our little shortcom ngs to us.
They waited, watching the street fromthe nmouth of

the alley. It was not a particularly busy street, for there
were but few shops along its sides. It seened rather to be
given over largely to storehouses and private dwellings.

An hour dragged by, and then anot her

' Maybe he drank hinself to sleep,' Kalten said.

"Not Krager. He can hold nore than a regi nent. He'l

be al ong."
Kalten thrust his head out of the opening of the alleyway
and squinted at the sky. "It's going to rain,' he predicted.

"We've both been rained on before.

Kal ten plucked at the front of his gaudy doubl et and
rolled his eyes. 'But Thparhawk,' he |isped outrageously.
"you know how thatin thpotth when it getth wet.'

Spar hawk doubl ed over with laughter, trying to nuffle

t he sound.

They wai ted once nore, and anot her hour dragged by.

"The sun's going to go down before long,' Kalten said

' Maybe he found another w ne shop.'

"Let's wait a little longer,' Sparhawk replied.

The rush cane without warning. Eight or ten burly

fellows in rough clothing cane chargi ng down the alley
with swords in their hands. Kalten's rapier cane
whistling out of its sheath even as Sparhawk's hand
flashed to the hilt of his short sword. The man | eading the
charge doubl ed over and gasped as Kalten snoothly ran

hi m t hr ough. Spar hawk stepped past his friend as the

bl ond man recovered fromhis lunge. He parried the

sword stroke of one of the attackers and then buried his
sword in the man's belly. He wenched the bl ade as he
jerked it out to make the wound as big as possible. 'Get
that box open!' he shouted at Kalten as he parried

anot her stroke.'

The all eyway was too narrow for nore than two of

themto conme at himat once, even though his sword was
not as long as theirs, he was able to hold them at bay.
Behi nd himhe heard the splintering of wood as Kalten

ki cked the rectangul ar box apart. Then his friend was at
his shoulder with his broadsword in his hand. 'I've got it
now,' Kalten said. 'Get your sword.'

Spar hawk spun and ran back to the nouth of the alley.

He di scarded the short sword, jerked his own weapon

out of the weckage of the box, and whirled back again.
Kalten had cut down two of the attackers, and he was
beating the others back step by step. He did, however,
have his left hand pressed tightly to his side, and there
was bl ood coming out from between his fingers.

Spar hawk rushed past him swi nging his heavy sword

with both hands. He split one fellow s head open and cut
the sword arm off another. Then he drove the point of his
sword deep into the body of yet a third, sending him
reeling against the wall with a fountain of blood gushing
from hi s nouth.

The rest of the attackers fled.

Spar hawk turned and saw Kalten coolly pulling his

sword out of the chest of the man with the nmissing arm
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"don't |eave them behind you like that, Sparhawk,' the

bl ond man said. 'Even a one-arned nan can stab you in

the back. Besides, it isn't tidy. Always finish one job
before you go on to the next.' He still had his left hand
tightly pressed to his side.

"Are you all right?" Sparhawk asked him

"It's only a scratch.'

"Scratches don't bleed like that. Let ne have a | ook.

The gash in Kalten's side was sizeable, but it did not
appear to be too deep. Sparhawk ripped the sleeve off the
smock of one of the casualties, wadded it up, and placed
it over the cut in Kalten's side. '"Hold that in place,' he
said. '"Push in on it to slow the bleeding.'

"I've been cut before, Sparhawk. | know what to do.
Spar hawk | ooked around at the crunpl ed bodies
littering the alley. "I think we ought to | eave,' he said.

' Somebody in the nei ghbourhood ni ght get curious

about all the noise.' Then he frowned. 'Did you notice
anyt hi ng peculiar about these nen?' he asked.

Kal ten shrugged. 'They were fairly inept.'

"That's not what | nmean. Men who nake a l|iving by

wayl ayi ng people in alleys aren't usually very interested
in their personal appearance, and these fellows are all
cl ean-shaven.' He rolled over one of the bodies and

ri pped open the front of his canvas snock. 'isn't that

i nteresting? he observed. Beneath the snmock the dead
man wore a red tunic with an enbroi dered enbl em over

the left breast.

" Church soldier,' Kalten grunted. 'Do you think that

Anni as mi ght possibly dislike us?

"I't'"s not unlikely. Let's get out of here. The survivors
m ght have gone for help.

' The chapterhouse then - or the inn?'

Spar hawk shook his head. ' Sonebody's seen through

our disguises, and Annias woul d expect us to go to one of
those pl aces.'

"You coul d be right about that. Any ideas?

"I know of a place. It's not too far. Are you all right to
wal k?'

"I can go as far as you can. |'myounger, renenber?'
"Only by six weeks.'

' Younger is younger, Sparhawk. Let's not quibble

about nunbers.'

They tucked their broadswords under their belts and

wal ked out of the nmouth of the alley. Sparhawk supported
hi s wounded friend as they noved out into the open

The street al ong which they wal ked grew progressively
shabbi er, and they soon entered a maze of

i nterconnecting | anes and unpaved al |l eys. The buil di ngs
were | arge and run-down, and they teened with roughly
dressed peopl e who seened indifferent to the squal or
around t hem

"It's a rabbit warren, isn't it? Kalten said. 'is this place
much farther? I'mgetting a little tired.'

"It's just on the other side of that next intersection.’
Kalten grunted and pressed his hand nore tightly to

hi s side.

They noved on. The | ooks directed at them by the

i nhabitants of this slumwere unfriendly, even hostile.
Kalten's clothing marked himas a nmenber of the ruling
class, and these people at the very bottom of society had
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little use for courtiers and their servants.

When they reached the intersection, Sparhawk |ed his
friend up a nuddy alley. They had gone about hal fway
when a thick-bodied man with a rusty Pike in his hands
st epped out of a doorway to bar their path. 'Were do
you think you're going? he denanded.

"I need to talk to Platinme,' Sparhawk replied.

"I don't think he wants to hear anything you have to
say. If you're smart, you'll get out of this part of town
before nightfall. Accidents happen here after dark.
"And sonetinmes even before dark,' Sparhawk said,
drawi ng his sword

"I can have a dozen nmen here in two w nks.

"And ny broken-nosed friend here can have your head

off in one," Kalten told him

The man stepped back, his face apprehensive.

"What's it to be, neighbour?' Sparhawk asked. 'Do you
take us to Platine, or do you and | play for a bit?
"You've got no right to threaten ne.'

Sparhawk raised his sword so that the fellow could get
a good look at it. 'This gives ne all sorts of rights,
nei ghbour. Lean your pi ke against that wall and take us
to Platime - now'

The t hick-bodi ed nan flinched and then carefully set
his pike against the wall, turned, and | ed themon up the
alley. It came to a dead end a hundred paces farther on,
and a stone stairway ran down to what appeared to be a
cellar door.

"Down there,' the man said, pointing.

'Lead the way,' Sparhawk told him "I don't want you
behind ne, friend. You look |ike the sort who m ght
make errors in judgenent.

Sullenly, the fell ow went down the nud-coated stairs

and rapped twice on the door. "It's nme,' he called. 'Set.
There are a couple of nobles here who want to talk to
Platinme.'

There was a pause followed by the rattling of a chain.

The door opened and a bearded man thrust his head out.
"Platime doesn't |ike noblenen,' he decl ared.

"I"ll change his mind for him' Sparhawk said. 'Step

back out of the way, neighbour.’

The bearded man | ooked at the sword in Sparhawk's

hand, swal | owed hard, and opened the door wi der

"Pass right along, Set,' Kalten said to their guide

Set went through the door.

"Join us, friend,' Sparhawk told the bearded man when

he and Kalten were inside. 'W |like |lots of company.'

The stairs continued down between noul dy stone

wal | s that wept noisture. At the bottom the stair opened
out into a very large cellar with a vaulted stone ceiling.
There was a fire burning in a pit in the centre of the room
filling the air with snoke, and the walls were lined with
roughly constructed cots and strawfilled pallets. Two
dozen or so nen and wonen in a wide variety of

garnents sat on those cots and pallets drinking and

pl aying at dice. Just beyond the fire pit a huge man with a
fierce black beard and a vast paunch sprawmed in a |l arge
chair with his feet thrust out towards the flanes. He wore
a satin doublet of a faded orange col our, spotted and

stai ned down the front, and he held a silver tankard in
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one beefy hand.

"That's Platime,' Set said nervously. '"He's a little
drunk, so you should be careful, nmy Lords.

"W can deal with it," Sparhawk told him ' Thanks for
your help, Set. |I don't know how we'd have nmanaged

wi t hout you.' Then he led Kalten on around the fire pit.
"Who are all these people? Kalten asked in a | ow voi ce,
| ooki ng around at the men and women lining the walls.

' Thi eves, beggars, a few nurderers probably - that sort
of thing.'

"You' ve got sone very nice friends, Sparhawk.'

Platine was carefully exam ning a necklace with a ruby

pendant attached to it. Wen Sparhawk and Kalten

stopped in front of him he raised his bleary eyes and

| ooked them over, paying particular attention to Kalten's
finery. "Who let these two in here?" he roared.

"W sort of let ourselves in, Platine,' Sparhawk told
him thrusting his sword back under his belt and turning
up his eye patch so that it no | onger inpaired his vision
"Wll, you can sort of let yoursel ves back out again.

" That woul dn't be convenient right now, |'m afraid,
Sparhawk told him

The gross man in the orange doubl et snapped his

fingers, and the people lining the wall stood up. 'You're
badly out nunbered, ny friend.' Platime |ooked around
suggestively at his cohorts.

"That's been happening fairly often lately,' Kalten said
with his hand on the hilt of his broadsword.

Platine's eyes narrowed. 'Your clothes and that sword
don't exactly match,' he said.

"And | try so hard to co-ordinate nmy attire,' Kalten

si ghed.

"just who are you two?' Platime asked suspiciously.

"This one is dressed like a courtier, but | don't think he's
really one of those wal king butterflies fromthe pal ace.
"He sees right to the core of things, doesn't he?" Kalten
said to Sparhawk. He | ooked at Platime. 'Actually, we're
Pandi ons,' he sai d.

" Church Knights? | thought it mght be sonething |ike
that. Wiy the fancy cl othes, then?

"W're both fairly well known,' Sparhawk told him

"W wanted to be able to nove around w t hout being
recogni zed. '

Pl ati ne | ooked neaningfully at Kalten's bl ood- st ai ned
doublet. "It looks to ne as if somebody saw t hrough your
di sgui ses,' he said, 'or maybe you just frequent the
wong taverns. Who stabbed you?

"A church soldier.' Kalten shrugged. 'He got in a |ucky
thrust. Do you mind if | sit down? |I'mfeeling a little

shaky for sone reason.'

' Sonebody bring hima stool,' Platinme shouted. Then

he | ooked back at the two of them 'Wy would Church

Kni ghts and church soldiers be fighting? he asked.

"Pal ace politics.' Sparhawk shrugged. "They get a little
mur ky sonetines.'’

"That's God's own truth. Wat's your business here?

"W need a place to stay for a while,' Sparhawk told
him He | ooked around. 'This cellar of yours ought to
work out fairly well.'
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"Sorry, friend. | can synpathize with a man who's j ust
had a run-in with the church soldiers, but I'm conducting
a business here, and there's no roomfor outsiders.
Platine | ooked at Kalten, who had just sunk down on a
stool that a ragged beggar had brought him 'Did you kil
the man who stabbed you?

"He did.' Kalten pointed at Sparhawk. "I killed a few
others, but ny friend here did nmost of the fighting.
"Way don't we get down to business? Sparhawk said.

"I think you owe ny famly a debt, Platine.'

"l don't have any dealings with nobles,' Platine
replied, '- except to cut a few of their throats fromtine to
time - soit's unlikely that | owe your famly a thing.
"This debt has nothing to do with nmoney. A long tine
ago, some church soldiers were hanging you. My father

st opped them'

Platine blinked. 'You're Sparhawk?' he said in surprise.
You don't |ook that much like your father.'

"I't's his nose,' Kalten said. 'Wen you break a nan's
nose, you change his whol e appearance. Wiy were the
sol di ers hangi ng you?'

"I't was all a msunderstanding. | knifed a fellow. He
wasn't wearing his uniform so | didn't know he was an
officer in the primate's Guard.' He | ooked di sgust ed.
"And all he had in his purse were two silver coins and a
handf ul of copper."

'Do you acknow edge the debt?' Sparhawk pressed.

Platime pulled at his coarse black beard. "I guess | do,"'
he adnitted.
we'll stay here, then.'

That's all you want?'

"Not quite. W're | ooking for a man - a fell ow named
Krager. Your beggars are all over town,and | want them
to look for him'

"Fair enough. Can you describe hinf'

"I can do better than that. | can show himto you.

' That doesn't exactly make sense, friend.

"I't will in a mnute. Have you got a basin of sone kind -
and sone clean water?

"I think I can manage that. Wat have you got in mnd?
'"He's going to nake an inmage of Krager's face in the
water,' Kalten said. "It's an old trick.

Platine | ooked inpressed. 'I|'ve heard that you

Pandi ons are all w zards, but |'ve never seen anything
|ike that before.'

'Sparhawk's better at it than | am' Kalten adnitted.
One of the beggars furnished a chipped basin filled

with slightly cloudy water. Sparhawk set the basin on the
floor and concentrated for a nonent, nuttering the
Styric words of the spell under his breath. Then he
passed his hand slowy over the basin, and Krager's

puf fy-1 ooki ng face appeared.

"Now that is really sonething to see,' Platine marvelled
It's not too difficult,' Sparhawk said nodestly. 'Have
your people here look at it. | can't keep it there forever.'
"How | ong can you hold it?

Ten minutes or so. It starts to break up after that.'
Talen!' the fat man shouted. ' Cone here.

A grubby- 1| ooki ng boy of about ten slouched across the
room His tunic was ragged and dirty, but he wore a
long, red satin waistcoat that had been fashi oned by
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cutting the sleeves off a doublet. There were severa
knife-holes in it. 'Wat do you want?' he asked

i nsolently.

"Can you copy that?' Platime asked pointing at the
basi n.

"Cf course | can, but why should I?

'Because |'I|l box your ears if you don't.

Talen grinned at him 'You' d have to catch ne first, fat
man, and | can run faster than you can.

Sparhawk dug a finger into a pocket of his |eather
jerkin and took out a small silver coin. '"Wuld this nmake
it worth your while?" he asked, holding up the coin.
Talen's eyes brightened. "For that, I'll give you a
mast er pi ece,' he proni sed.

"All we want is accuracy.

"What ever you say, ny patron.' Tal en bowed

mockingly. '"I'lIl go and get ny things."

'is he really any good?' Kalten asked Platine after the
boy had scurried over to one of the cots lining the wall.
Platinme shrugged. 'i'mnot an art critic,' he said. 'He
spends all his tine drawi ng pictures, though - when he
isn't begging or stealing.'

isn't he alittle young for your |ine of work?'

Platinme | aughed. 'He's got the ninblest fingers in
"Cimura,' he said. 'He could steal your eyes right out of
their sockets, and you wouldn't even nmiss themuntil you
went to | ook closely at sonething.'

"I'"ll keep that in mnd,' Kalten said.

"It could be too late, ny friend. Weren't you wearing a
ring when you cane in?

Kalten blinked, then raised his blood-stained |eft hand
and stared at it. There was no ring on the hand.

111

*Chapter6

Kal ten wi nced. 'Easy, Sparhawk,' he said. 'That really
hurts.'

"It has to be cleaned before | can bandage it,' Sparhawk
replied, continuing to wipe the cut on his friend s side
with a w ne-soaked cl ot h.

"But do you have to do it so hard?

Pl ati ne waddl ed around the snoky fire pit and stood

over the cot where Kalten lay. '"is he going to be all right?
he asked.

"Probably,' Sparhawk replied. 'He's had the blood |et

out of hima few times before, and he usually recovers.'
He laid aside the cloth and picked up a long strip of |inen
"Sit up,' he told his friend.

Kalten grunted and pushed hinself into a sitting position.
Spar hawk began to wind the strip about his waist.

"Not so tight,'Kalten said. 'I have to be able to breathe.
"Quit conpl aining.

"Were those church soldiers after you for any particul ar
reason?' Platinme asked. 'Or were they just anusing

t hensel ves?'

They had reasons,' Sparhawk told himas he knotted

Kal ten's bandage. 'We've managed to be fairly offensive
to Primate Annias lately.'

"Good for you. | don't know how you nobl eren fee

about him but the common people all hate him'

"W noderately despise him'
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"That's one thing we all have in common then. Is there
any chance that Queen Ehl ana m ght recover?

"W're working on that.'

Platinme sighed. "I think she's our only hope, Sparhawk.
O herwise Annias is going to run Elenia to suit

hi nsel f, and that would really be too bad.

"Patriotism Platinme? Kalten asked.

"Just because I'ma thief and a murderer doesn't mean
that I"'mdisloyal. | respect the crown as nmuch as any man
in the kingdom | even respected Al dreas, weak as he
was.' Platine's eyes grewsly. 'Did his sister ever really
seduce hin?' he asked. 'There were all kinds of

runmours.’

Spar hawk shrugged. 'That's sort of hard to say.

' She went absolutely wild after your father forced
Aldreas to narry Queen Ehlana's nother, you know.'

Pl ati ne sniggered. 'She was totally convinced that she
was going to marry her brother and get control of the
throne.'

isn't that sort of illegal? Kalten asked.

"Annias said that he'd found a way around the | aw.
Anyway, after Aldreas got married, Arissa ran away
fromthe pal ace. They found her a few weeks later in that
cheap brothel over by the river. Just about everybody in
Cnmura had tried her before they dragged her out of the
place.' He squinted at them 'Wat did they finally do
with her anyway? Chop off her head?

"No,' Sparhawk told him 'She's cloistered in the
nunnery at Denpbs. They're very strict there.'

"At | east she's getting sonme rest. Fromwhat | hear, the
Princess Arissa was a very busy young wonman.' He

strai ghtened and pointed at a nearby cot. 'You can use

that one,' he told Sparhawk. 'I've got every thief and
beggar in Cmmura out |ooking for this Krager fellow of
yours. |If he sets foot in the streets, we'll know about it

within an hour. In the neantine, you mght as well get
sone sl eep.'

Spar hawk nodded and rose to his feet. 'Are you al
right?" he asked Kalten.

“i'mfine.'

'Do you need anyt hi ng?

' How about some beer - just to restore all the bl ood

| ost, of course.

It was inpossible to tell what tinme it was since the cellar
had no wi ndows. Sparhawk felt a light touch and cane
awake i medi ately, catching the hand that had touched
hi m

The grubby-1ooki ng boy, Talen, nade a sour face.

"Never try to pick a pocket when you're shivering,' he
sai d. He nopped the rain out of his face. "It's really a
m serabl e norning out there,' he added.

"Were you | ooking For anything in particular in ny
pocket s?'

"No, not really - just anything that might turn up.
"Woul d you like to give me back ny friend s ring?

"Ch, | suppose so. | only took it to keep in practice
anyway.' Tal en reached inside the wet tunic and drew
out Kalten's ring. "I cleaned the blood off it for him' he

said, admiring it.
"He' || appreciate that.'
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"Ch, by the way, | found that fellow you were | ooking
for.'
' Krager? \Were?
He's staying in a brothel in Lion Street.
" A brothel ?'
' Maybe he needs affection.’
Spar hawk sat up. He touched his horseharr beard to

make sure it was still in place. 'Let's go talk to Platine.'
"Do you want nme to wake your friend?
"Let himsleep. I'"'mnot going to take himout in the rain

in his condition anyway.'

Platinme was snoring in his chair, but his eyes opened
instantly when Tal en touched his shoul der

' The boy found Krager,' Sparhawk told him

"You're Going after him | suppose?

Spar hawk nodded.

"Do you think the primate's soldiers are still |ooking for
you?'

"Probably. '

"And they know what you | ook |ike?

"Yes.'

"You won't get very far then.'

"I''l'l have to chance it.'

"Platinme,' Talen said.

" What ?*

"Do you renmenber that tinme when we had to get

Weasel out of town in a hurry.'

Platinme grunted, scratching at his paunch and | ooki ng
specul atively at Sparhawk. 'How nuch are you attached
to that beard?' he asked.

"Not too nuch. Wy?'

"I'f you'd be willing to shave it off, | know a way you
m ght be able to nove around C nmura w t hout being
recogni zed. '

Spar hawk began pulling off chunks of the fal se beard.
Platine | aughed. 'You really Aren't attached to it, are
you?' He | ooked at Talen. 'Go and get what he'll need out
of the bin.'

Tal en went to a | arge wooden box in the corner of the
cellar and started rummagi ng around i nside as Sparhawk
finished renoving the beard. Wen the boy cane back,

he was carrying a ragged-1ooking cloak and a pair of
shoes that were little nore than rotting | eather bags.

" How much of the rest of your face will cone off?

Pl ati me asked.

Spar hawk took the ragged cloak from Tal en and

poured sone of Platine's wine on one corner. Then he

vi gorously scrubbed his face, renoving the remants of
Sephrenia's glue and the purple scar

' The nose?' Platinme asked.

"No. That's real.’

"How did it get broken?

"It's a long story.'

Pl ati me shrugged. ' Take off your boots and those

| eat her breeches. You'll wear the cloak and those shoes.'
Sparhawk pulled off his boots and peeled off the

| eat her hose. Tal en draped the cloak around him then
pul I ed one corner across the front and fastened it to the
opposite shoulder so that it covered Sparhawk's body
and reached about halfway to his knees.
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Plati me squinted at him 'Put on the shoes and rub

sonme dirt on your legs. You |look a bit too clean.' Tal en
went back to the bin and returned with a scuffed | eather
cap, a long, slender stick and a length of dirty sackcl oth.
"Put on the cap and tie the rag across your eyes,'

Pl atime instructed.

Spar hawk did that.

‘Can you see well enough through the bandage?

"I can make things out, but that's about all."’

"l don't want you to see too well. You're supposed to be
blind. Get hima begging bow, Talen.' Platime turned
back to Sparhawk. 'Practise wal king around a bit. Swi ng
the stick in front of you, but bunp into things Fromtine
to time and don't forget to stunble.’

"I't's an interesting idea, Platinme, but | know exactly
where |I'm going. Wn't that nmake peopl e suspicious?

"Talen will lead you

You'll just be a pair of ordinary

beggars.'

Sparhawk hitched up his belt and shifted his broadsword
around.

"You're going to have to |leave that here,' Platime told
him 'You can hide a dagger under the cloak, but a
broadsword's a little too obvious.

"l suppose you're right.' Sparhawk pulled out his

sword and handed it to the fat man in the orange doubl et.
"Don't lose it,' he said. Then he began to practise the
blind man's gropi ng wal k, tapping the |ong, slender stick
Tal en had given himon the floor as he went.

"Not too bad,' Platime said after several minutes. 'You
pi ck things up fast, Sparhawk. It ought to be good

enough to get you by. Talen can teach you how to beg as
you go along.' Talen canme back fromthe | arge wooden storage box.

Hs left leg | ooked grotesquely twi sted, and he |inped
along with the aid of a crutch. He had rempved his gaudy
wai st coat, and he was now dressed in rags.

"Doesn't that hurt?' Sparhawk asked pointing at the
boy's leg with his stick.

"Not much. Al you have to do is walk on the side of
your foot and turn your knee in.

"I't | ooks very convincing.'

"Naturally. I've had a ot of practice.’

"Are you both ready then?" Platinme asked.

"Probably as ready as we'll ever be,' Sparhawk replied.
"I don't think I'Il be very good at beggi ng, though.'

"Tal en can teach you the basics. It's not too hard. Good
| uck, Sparhawk.'

" Thanks. | might need it.

It was the mddle of a grey rainy norning when

Sparhawk and hi s young gui de energed fromthe cellar

and started back down the nuddy alleyway. Set was

once again standing watch in a recessed doorway. He did
not speak to them as they passed.

When they reached the street, Talen took hold of the
corner of Sparhawk's cloak and led himalong by it.

Spar hawk groped his way behind him his stick tapping

t he cobbl est ones.

"There are several ways to beg,' the boy said after they
had gone a short distance. 'Sonme prefer just to sit and
hol d out the begging bowl. That doesn't bring in too
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many coins, though - unless you do it outside a church

on a day when the sernon's been about charity. Sone
people like to shove the bow into the face of everybody
who wal ks by. You get nore coins that way, but

sonetines it irritates people, and every so often you'l
get punched in the face. You're supposed to be blind, so
we'll have to work out something a little different.'

"Do | have to say anything?

Tal en nodded. 'You' ve got to get their attention
"Charity" is usually good enough. You don't have tine

for 1 ong speeches, and people don't like to talk with
beggars anyway. |f sonebody decides to give you

sonet hing, he wants to get it over with as quickly as
possi bl e. Make your voi ce sound hopel ess. Wiining isn't
all that good, but try to put alittle catch in your voice - as
if you were just about to cry.'

"Begging's quite an art, isn't it?

Tal en shrugged. "It's just selling sonething, that's all.
But you've got to do all the selling with just one or two
words, so put your heart in it. Do you have any coppers

with you?
"Unl ess you' ve stol en them al ready. Wy?
"When we get to the brothel, you'll need to bait the

bow . Drop in a couple of coppers to naeke it look as if
you' ve al ready got sonethi ng.

"I don't quite foll ow what you've got in nind.

"You want to wait for this Krager to conme out, don't
you? if you go in after him you're likely to run into the
brui sers who keep order in the place.' He | ooked
Sparhawk up and down. 'You might be able to deal with
themat that, but that sort of thing gets noisy, and the
madane woul d probably send for the watch. It's usually
better just to wait outside.'

"All right. | suppose we'll wait then.'

"We'll station ourselves outside the door and beg unti
he shows up.' The boy paused. 'Are you going to kil

hi n?' he asked. "And if you are, can | watch?

"No. | just want to ask hima few questions.'

"Ch.' Talen's voice sounded a little disappointed.

It was raining harder now, and Sparhawk's cl oak had
begun to drip down the backs of his bare | egs.

They reached Lion Street and turned left. 'The

brothel's just up ahead,' Tal en said, tuggi ng Sparhawk
al ong by the corner of his dripping cloak. Then he

st opped suddenly.

"What's the matter?' Sparhawk asked him

"Conpetition,' Talen replied. 'There's a one-|egged

man | eani ng agai nst the wall beside the door.'

' Beggi ng?'

"What el se?

" Now what ?'

"It's no particular problem [|'Il just tell himto nove on.
"WIl he do it?

Tal en nodded. 'He will when | tell himthat we've

rented the spot fromPlatine. Wait here. |I'Il be right
back."'

The boy crutched his way up the rainy street to the
red-pai nted brothel door and spoke briefly with the onel egged
beggar stationed there. The nan glared at himfor

a monent, then his |leg mracul ously unfol ded out from
under his rough snock and he stal ked off, carrying his
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crutch and nuttering to hinself. Talen came back down
the street and | ed Sparhawk to the door of the brothel
"just lean against the wall and hold the bow out when
sonebody cones by. ,Don't hold it right in front of them
t hough. You're not supposed to be able to see them so
sort of stick it off to one side.'

A prosperous-| ooki ng nerchant cane by with his head

down and his dark cloak wapped tightly about him
Sparhawk thrust out his bow. 'Charity,' he said in a

pl eadi ng tone of voice.

The nerchant ignored him

"Not too bad,' Talen said. "Try to put that little catch |
mentioned in your voice, though.

"is that why he didn't put anything in the bow ?'

"No. Merchants never do.

" Oh.

Several workmen dressed in | eather smocks came

along the street. They were talking |loudly and were a bit
unsteady on their feet.

"Charity,' Sparhawk said to them

Tal en sniffled, wi ping his nose on his sleeve. 'Please,
good nasters,' he said in a choked voice. 'Can you help
my poor blind father and ne?

"Way not?' one of the workmen said goodhunouredly.

He fished around in one of his pockets,

drew out a few coins, and | ooked at them Then he

sel ected one snall copper and dropped it into

Spar hawk' s bow .

One of the others sniggered. "He's trying to get enough
together to go in and visit the girls,' he said.

"That's his business, isn't it?" the generous one replied
as they went on down the street.

"First blood," Talen said. 'Put the copper in your
pocket. We don't want the bowl to have too many coins in
it.'

In the next hour, Sparhawk and his youthful instructor

pi cked up about a dozen nore coins. It becane
chal l enging after the first fewtines, and Sparhawk felt a
smal | surge of triunph each tine he nmanaged to wheedl e

a coin out of a passer-by.

Then an ornate carriage drawn by a matched pair of

bl ack horses cane up the street and stopped in front of
the red door. A liveried young footman junped down
fromthe back, lowered a step fromthe side of the vehicle,
and opened the door. A nobleman dressed all in green

vel vet stepped out. Sparhawk knew him

"I may be a while, love,' the nobleman said, fondly
touching the footman's boyi sh face. 'Take the carriage up
the street and watch for ne.' He giggled girlishly.

' Soneone mght recognize it, and | certainly wouldn't
want people to think I was frequenting a place like this.
He rolled his eyes and then m nced towards the red door
"Charity for the blind,' Sparhawk begged, thrusting

out his bow .

"Qut of nmy way, knave,' the noblenman said, fluttering
one hand as if shooing away a bot hersone fly. He

opened the door and went inside as the carriage noved
of f.

"Peculiar,' Sparhawk mnurnured.

"Wasn't he, though?' Talen grinned.
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"Now that's a sight | thought |I'd never see - the Baron
Harparin going into a brothel.

' Nobl emren get urges, too, don't they?

"Harparin gets urges, all right, but | don't think the
girls inside would satisfy them He might find you

i nteresting, though.

Tal en flushed. 'Never nmind that,' he said.

Spar hawk frowned. 'Wiy woul d Harparin go into the

same brothel where Krager's staying? he nused

"Do they know each other?

"I wouldn't think so. Harparin's a nenber of the Roya
Council and a close friend _of the Primte Annias.
Krager's a third-rate toad. If they're neeting in there, I'd
give a great deal to hear what they're saying.

"Go on in, then.'

" What ?'

"it's a public place, and blind nmen need affection, too.
just don't start any fights.' Tal en | ooked around
cautiously. 'Once you get inside, ask for Naween. She
works for Platinme on the side. Tell her that he sent you
She' |l get you to soneplace where you can eavesdrop.'
"Does Platine control the whole city?

"Only the underside of it. Annias runs

the top half.'

"Are you going in with ne?

Tal en shook his head. 'Shanda's got a tw sted sense of
morality. She doesn't allow children inside - not nale
ones, anyway.'

' Shanda?'

' The madane of this place.'

"I probably shoul d have guessed. Krager's mistress's
naned Shanda - thin woman?'

Tal en nodded. 'Wth a very sour nouth?

That's her.'

' Does she know you?

"W net once about twelve years ago.'

' The bandage hi des nost of your face, and the |ight
inside isn't too good. You should be able to get by if you

change your voice a bit. G onin. I'lIl stay out here and
keep watch. | know every policeman and spy in

C nmura by sight."

"All right.

'Have you got the price for a girl? | can lend you sone if
you need it. Shanda won't |et you see any of her whores
unl ess you pay her first.

"I can manage it - unless you' ve picked ny pocket

again."

"would | do that, my Lord?

"Probably, yes. | nmight be in there for a while.'

"Enj oy yourself. Naween's very frisky - or so |'ve been
told. '

Sparhawk ignored that. He opened the red-painted

door and went i nside.

The hallway he entered was dimand filled with the
cloyingly sweet scent of cheap perfume. Maintaining his
pose as a blind man, Sparhawk swung his stick from side
to side, tapping the walls. '"Hello,' he called in a squeaky
voi ce. 'is anybody here?

The door at the far end of the hall opened, and a thin
worman in a yell ow velvet dress energed. She had |inp,
dirty-bl onde hair, a disapproving expression, and eyes as
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hard as agates. 'Wiat do you want?' she demanded. ' You
can't beg in here.'

"i"'mnot here to beg,' Sparhawk replied. '"i'mhere to
buy - or at least rent.’'

'Have you got noney?

"Yes.'

"Let's see it.'

Spar hawk reached inside his ragged cl oak and took
several coins out of a pocket. He held themout on the
pal m of his hand.

The thin woman's eyes narrowed shrewdly.

‘Don't even think about it," he told her

"You're not blind,' she accused him

"You noticed."’

"What's your pleasure, then?' she asked.

"Afriend told ne to ask for Naween.'

" Ah, Naween. She's been very popular lately. I'll send
for her - just as soon as you pay.
" How nuch?

"Ten coppers - or a silver half-crown.'

Spar hawk gave her a small silver coin, and she went
back through the door. She cane back a nonent |ater
with a buxom brunette girl of about twenty. 'This is
Naween, ' Shanda said. "I hope you enjoy yoursel ves.

She sinpered briefly at Sparhawk, then the smle seened
to drain off her face. She turned and went back into the
roomat the end of the hall.

"You're not really blind, are you?' Naween asked
coquettishly. She was wrapped in a sleazy-I|ooking
dressing gown of bright red, and her cheeks were

di npl ed.
'"No,' Sparhawk admitted, 'not really.’
"Good. |1've never done a blind man before, so

woul dn't know what to expect. Let's go upstairs, shal

we? She led himto a stairway that clinbed into the
upper parts of the house. 'Anything in particular that

you'd "like?" she asked, smiling back over her shoul der at
hi m
"At the nmonent, |I'd like to listen,' he told her

'Li sten? To what ?'

"Platime sent me. Shanda's got a friend staying here - a
fell ow naned Krager.'

" Mousy-looking little man with bad eyes?

That's him A nobl eman dressed in green vel vet just

came in here, and | think that he and Krager m ght be
talking. 1'd like to hear what they're saying. Can you
arrange it?" He reached up and took the bandage off his

eyes.
"Then you don't really want to... ?' She left it

hangi ng, and her generous lower |ip took on a slight
pout .

"Not today, little sister,' he told her. 'I've got other
things on ny mnd.'

She sighed. "I like your |ooks, friend,' she said. 'W

coul d have had a very nice tine.'
' Sonme ot her day, maybe. Can you take ne sonepl ace
where | can hear what Krager and his friend are saying?

She sighed again. "I suppose so,' she said. "it's on up
the stairs. W can use Feather's room She's visiting her
not her .
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' Her not her?

"\Whores have nothers, too, you know. Feather's room

is right next to the one where Shanda's friend is staying.
If you put your ear to the wall, you should be able to hear
what's going on.'

"Good. Let's go. | don't want to m ss anything.'

The room near the far end of the upper hallway was

small, and its furnishings were sparse. A single candle
burned on the table. Naween cl osed the door, then she
renoved the dressing gown and |ay down on the bed.

"Just for the sake of appearances,' she whi spered archly,
"in case soneone |looks in on us. O in case you change
your mind later.' She gave hima suggestive little |eer
"Which wall is it?" he asked in a | ow voi ce.

'That one.' She pointed.

He crossed the room and put the side of his head to the
wal | s grinmy surface.

to ny Lord Martel,' a fanmiliar voice was saying. "I
need sonething that proves that you're really from
Anni as and that what you tell nme comes fromhim'

It was Krager. Sparhawk grinned exultantly and
continued to listen.

N
*Chapter?7

The primate said that you mght be a little suspicious,’
Harparin said in his effem nate voice.

There's a price on ny head here in G mura, Baron,'
Krager told him 'Under those circunstances, a certain
amount of caution seenms to be in order.’

"Woul d you recognize the prinate's signature - and his

seal - if you saw then®'
"I would,' Krager replied.
"Good. Here's a note fromhimthat will identify ne.

Destroy it after you've read it.

"I don't think so. Martel mght want to see the proof
with his own eyes.' Krager paused. 'Wiy didn't Annias
just wite down his instructions?

'Be sensible, Krager,' Harparin said. 'A nessage can
fall into unfriendly hands.'

'So can a nessenger. Have you ever seen what the

Pandi ons do to peopl e who have information they want?'
"W woul d assune that you'd take steps to keep

yoursel f from bei ng questioned.’

Krager | aughed derisively. 'Not a chance, Harparin,'

he said in a slightly slurred voice. "My life isn't all that
much, but it's all |'ve got.'

"you're a coward.'

"And you're - whatever it is that you are. Let nme see
that note.'

Spar hawk heard paper rustling. "All right,' Krager's
rusty-sounding voice said. 'This is the primate's seal, ']
agree.'

'Have you been dri nki ng?

"Naturally. What else is there to do in G mura?

Unl ess you have other entertainnents - |ike some | could
namne. '

"I don't like you very much, Krager.'

"i"'mnot fond of you either, Harparin, but we can both
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live with that, can't we? Just give ne the nessage and go
away. That perfume you're wearing is beginning to turn

my stomach.'’

There was a stiff silence, and then the Baron spoke

very precisely, as if to a child or a sinpleton. 'This is what
the Prinmate Annias wants you to say to Martel. Tell him
to gather up as nany nen as he'll need and to dress them
all in black arnmour. They are to carry the banners of the
Pandi on Knights - any seamstress can counterfeit them

for you, and Martel knows what they | ook |like. They are
then to ride with great show to the castle of Count

Radun, uncle of King Dregos of Arcium Do you know

the pl ace?'

"it's on the road between Darra and Sarrinium isn't it?

"Precisely. Count Radun is a pious nan and he'll adnit
the Church Knights wi thout question. Once Martel is
inside the walls, his men are to kill the inhabitants. There

shoul dn't be much resistance, because Radun doesn't
maintain a large garrison. He has a wife and a nunber of
unmarried daughters. Annias wants themall repeatedly
raped.’

Krager |aughed. 'Adus would do that anyway.'

"Good, but tell himnot to be self-conscious about it.
Radun has several churchnmen in his castle. W want
themto witness it all. After Adus and the others finish
with the wonen, cut their throats. Radun is to be
tortured and then beheaded. Take his head with you

when you | eave, but |eave enough personal jewellery

and clothing on the body so that it can be identified.
But cher everybody else in the castle, except for the
churchnen. After they've witnessed everything, |et

them go. '

"\ 2"

To report the outrage to King Dregos at Larium'

"The idea then is that Dregos will declare war on the
Pandi ons?’

"Not quite, no - although that's possible, too. As soon
as the business is finished, dispatch a nan on a fast horse
to me here in CGmura to tell nme that it's been done.'
Krager |aughed again. 'Only an idiot would carry that

ki nd of message. He'd have a dozen knives in himas

soon as he finished tal king.'

'You are suspicious, aren't you, Krager?

'Better suspicious than dead, and the people Marte

will hire are likely all to feel pretty nuch the sanme way.
You' d better tell ne alittle nore about this schene,
Harparin. '

"you don't need to know any nore.'

"Martel will. He won't be a cat's-paw for anybody.'
Harparin muttered an oath. 'All right then. The

Pandi ons have been interfering with the primate's
activities. This atrocity will give himan excuse to confine
themin their notherhouse at Denps again. Then he will
personally carry a report of the affair to Chyrellos to |ay
before the Church Hierocracy and the Archprel ate hinself.
They will have no choice but to disband the Pandi on
Order. The | eaders - Vanion, Sparhawk, and the others -
will be inprisoned in the dungeons beneath the Basilica
of Chyrellos. No man has ever conme out of those

dungeons alive.'

"Martel WII like that idea.'
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" Anni as thought that he might. The Styric woman,

Sephrenia, will be burned as a witch, of course.’

"W'll be well rid of her.' There was anot her pause.

"There's nore, isn't there?" Krager added. Harparin did not answer.

"Don't be coy, Harparin,' Krager told him 'if | can see
through all this, you can be sure that Martel wll, too.
Let's have the rest of it.'

"All right.' Harparin's voice was sullen. 'The Pandions

are likely to resist confinenment and they'l|l certainly try to
protect their |leaders. At that point, the arnmy will nove
agai nst them That will give Annias and the Roya

Council an excuse to declare a state of energency and to
suspend certain | awns.'

"Which | aws are those?

' The ones having to do with the succession to the throne.
Elenia will technically be in a state of war, and Ehlana is
obviously in no condition to deal with that. She'll abdicate
in favour of her cousin, the Prince Regent Lycheas.
"Arissa's bastard - the sniveller?

"Legitinmacy can be bestowed by a decree of the council

and 1'd really watch what | say about Lycheas, Krager

Di srespect for the King is high treason, and it can be nade
retroactive, you know. '

There was an apprehensive silence. "Wait a ninute,’

Krager said then. 'I've heard that Ehlana's unconscious -
and seal ed in sonme kind of crystal.

"That's no particular problem'

'How can she sign the instrunent of abdication?'

Harparin laughed. 'There's a nonk at the nonastery

near Lenda. He's been practising the Queen's signhature

for a nonth now. He's very good.

'Cl ever. What happens to her after she abdicates?

"As soon as Lycheas is crowned King, we'll give her a
spl endid funeral.'

"But she's still alive, isn't she?

"So if need be, we'll entonb her throne and all.’

"There's only one problemthen, isn't there?

"l don't see any problem'

'That's because you're not |ooking, Harparin. The

primate is going to have to nmove very fast. If the

Pandi ons find out about this before he can get to the

H erocracy in Chyrellos, they'll take steps to counter his
accusations. '

"W're aware of that. That's why you have to send the
message to nme as soon as the count and his people are

dead.'

' The message woul d never reach you. Any man we

send will realize that he'll be killed as soon as he delivers
it and he'll find an excuse to go to Lanorkand or Pel osia

i nstead.' Krager paused. 'Let ne see that ring of yours,'

he sai d.

"My ring? Why?'

"it's a signet, isn't it?

"Yes, with the coat of arns of ny famly.'

"All nobl emen have rings like that, don't they?

"Of course.'

'CGood. Tell Annias to pay close attention to the
collection plate in the cathedral of G mura here. One of
these days a ring will show up anpbng the pennies. The
ring will bear the coat of arnms of Count Radun's famly.
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He' Il understand the nessage, and the nessenger can
slip away unharned.'
"I don't think Annias will |ike that.

'"He doesn't have to like it. Al right, how nuch?

" How nmuch what ?

"Money. What is Annias willing to pay Martel for his

assi stance? He's getting the crown for Lycheas and
absolute control of Elenia for hinself. What's it worth to

hi n?'

"He told nme to nention the sumof ten thousand gold
crowns. '

Krager |aughed. "I think Martel m ght want to negotiate

that point just a bit.'

"Time is inportant here, Krager.

' Then Anni as probably won't be too stubborn about

the price, will he? Wiy don't you go back to the pal ace
and suggest to himthat a bit nore generosity nmight be in
order? | could wind up spending the whole winter riding
back and forth between Annias and Martel carrying
proposal s and count erproposal s.'

"There's only so nuch noney in the treasury, Krager.'
"Sinplicity in itself, ny dear Baron. Just increase taxes
- or have Annias dip into church funds.
"Where is Martel now?

"i"'mnot at liberty to say.

Spar hawk swore under his breath and took his ear

away fromthe wall

"Was it interesting? Naween asked. She still |ounged
on the bed.
"Very.'

She stretched vol uptuously. 'Are you sure that you
won't change your m nd?' she asked. 'Now that you've
taken care of your business?

"Sorry, little sister,' Sparhawk declined. 'I've got a
great deal left to do today. Besides, |'ve already paid
Shanda your price. Wiy work if you don't have to?
"Professional ethics, | suppose. Besides, | sort of |ike

you, ny big broken-nosed friend.

"i'mflattered.' He reached into his pocket, took out a
gold coin, and gave it to her. She stared at himin amazed
gratitude. '"I'll slip out of the front door before Krager's
friend gets ready to leave,' he told her. He went to the door
' Come back sometine when your mind's not so

occupi ed,' she whi spered.

"Il think about it," he promised. He tied the bandage
over his eyes again, opened the door, and stepped

quietly into the hall. Then he went on down into the

dimy lit lower hall and back out to the street.

Tal en was | eani ng agai nst the wall beside the door,

trying to stay out of the rain. 'Did you have fun?' he
asked.

"I found out what | needed to know.'

"That's not what | neant. Naween's supposed to be the

best in G mura.

"I really wouldn't know about that. | was there on

busi ness.'

"i'mdisappointed in you, Sparhawk.' Talen grinned

i mpudently. 'But probably not nearly so much as

Naween was. They say that she's a girl who |likes her

wor k. '
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"You' ve got a nasty mind, Talen.

"l know, and you've got no idea how much | enjoy it.' Hs
young face grew serious, and he | ooked around cautiously.

' Sparhawk,' he said, 'is sonebody follow ng you?

"it's possible, | suppose.’

"i"mnot tal king about a church soldier. There was a

man at the far end of the street - at least | think it was a
man. He was wearing a nonk's habit, and the hood

covered his face, so | couldn't be sure.

"There are a lot of monks in G nmra.’

"Not |ike this one. It nade ne cold all over just to | ook
at him'

Spar hawk | ooked at him sharply. 'Have you ever had

this kind of feeling before, Talen?

"Once. Platine had sent ne to the west gate to neet
sonebody. Sonme Styrics were coming into the city, and
after they passed, | couldn't even keep ny nmind on what

I was supposed to be doing. It was two days before

coul d shake off the feeling.'

There was not really any point in telling the boy the
truth about the matter. Many people were sensitives

and it seldomwent any further. "I wouldn't worry about
it," Sparhawk advised. 'We all get these peculiar feelings
now and then.'

' Maybe,' Tal en said dubiously.

"W're finished here,' Sparhawk said. 'Let's go back to
Platine's place.'

The rainy streets of Cinmmura were a bit nore crowded

now, filled with nobles wearing brightly col oured cl oaks
and with worknmen dressed in plain brown or grey.

Sparhawk was obliged to grope his way al ong, sw nging

his blindman's stick in front of himto avoid suspicion. It
was noon by the tinme he and Tal en descended the steps

into the cellar again. "Wy didn't you wake me up?' Kalten demanded

crossly. He was sitting on the edge of his cot holding a
bow of thick stew.

' You needed your rest.' Sparhawk untied the bandage
fromhis eyes. 'Besides, it's raining out there.'

"Did you see Krager?

"No, but | heard him which is just as good.' Sparhawk
went on around the fire pit to where Platine sat. 'Can
you get ne a wagon and a driver?' he asked.

"if you need one.' Platime lifted his silver tankard and
drank noisily, spilling beer on the front of his spotted
orange doubl et .

"l do,' Sparhawk said. 'Kalten and | have to get back to
the chapterhouse. The primate's soldiers are probably
still looking for us, so | thought that we could hide in the
back of a wagon to stay out of sight.'

'Wagons don't nove very fast. Wuldn't a carriage

with the curtains drawn be faster?'

"Do you have a carriage?

'Several, actually. God's been good to ne lately.
"i'mdelighted to hear it.' Sparhawk turned. 'Talen.' he
cal | ed.

The boy came over to where he was standing.

" How much noney did you steal fromme this

nmor ni ng?'

Tal en's face grew cautious. 'Not too rmuch. Wy?

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Davi...0-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (68 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

'Be nore specific.'

' Seven coppers and one silver piece. You're a friend, so
put the gold coins back in your pocket.'

"i'mtouched.'

'You want the noney back, | suppose.'

"Keep it - as paynent for your services.

"You're generous, ny Lord.'

"i'"mnot finished yet. | want you' to keep an eye on
Krager for me. | think I'mgoing to be out of town for a
while, and | want to keep track of him If he |eaves
Cmura, go to the inn on Rose Street. Do you know it?
"The one that's run by the Pandi ons?

"How did you find out about that?

' Everybody knows about it.'

Sparhawk | et that pass. 'Knock on the gate three tines,
then pause. Then knock twi ce nore. A porter will open
the gate. Be polite to himbecause he's a knight. Tell him
that the man Sparhawk was interested in has |left town.
Try to give himthe direction Krager took. Can you
renenber all that?'

"Do you want nme to recite it back to you?

That won't be necessary. The knight porter at the inn
will give you half a crown for the infornmation.'

Tal en' s eyes bri ght ened.

Sparhawk turned back to Platinme. 'Thank you, ny

friend," he said. 'Consider your debt to ny father paid.'
"I've already forgotten it.' The fat man gri nned.
"Platinme's very good at forgetting debts,' Talen said.
The ones he owes, anyway. '

' Someday your nmouth is going to get you in serious
troubl e, boy.'

"Nothing that nmy feet can't carry me away from'

"CGo and tell Set to hitch the grey teamto the carriage
with the blue wheels and to bring it to the alley door.'
"What's in it for ne?

"I"lIl postpone the thrashing |I'mjust about to give you.
'That sounds fair.' The boy grinned and scanpered

awnay.

"That's a very clever young nan,' Sparhawk said.

"He's the best,' Platine agreed. "it's my guess that he'l
replace me when | retire. '

'"He's the crown prince, then.

Pl ati ne | aughed uproariously. 'The crown prince of

thieves. It has a nice ring to it, doesn't it? You know, | |ike
you, Sparhawk.' Still [aughing, the fat nan cl apped the

bi g knight on the shoulder. '"if there's ever anything el se

can do for you, let me know.'

"I will, Platine.'

"I"lIl even give you a special rate.

' Thanks,' Sparhawk said dryly. He picked up his sword
frombeside Platine's chair and went back to his cot to
change back into his own clothes. 'How are you feeling?
he asked Kalten

"i'mfine.'

'CGood. You'd better get ready to | eave.'

"Where are we goi ng?

"Back to the chapterhouse. | found out sonething that
Vani on needs to know.'

The carriage was not new, but it was soundly constructed
and wel | naintai ned. The wi ndows were draped

wi th heavy curtains which effectively hid the passengers
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fromprying eyes. The team which drew the carri age
were a pair of matched greys, and they noved out at a

brisk trot.

Kal ten | eaned back against the | eather cushion. 'is it
my imagination, or does thieving pay better than

kni ghti ng?'

"W didn't go into the business for the noney, Kalten,
Spar hawk rem nded hi m

"That's painfully obvious, ny friend.' Kalten stretched
out his legs and crossed his arns contentedly. 'You
know,' he said, "I could get to like this sort of thing.'
"Try not to,' Sparhawk advised him

"You have to adnit that it's a great deal nore confortable
than poundi ng your backside on a hard saddle."'
"Disconfort's good for the soul.’

"My soul's just fine, Sparhawk. It's ny behind that's
starting to wear out.'

The carriage noved rapidly through the streets, and

they soon passed through the east gate of the city and
pul l ed up at the drawbridge of the chapterhouse.

Sparhawk and Kalten stepped out into the drizzly
afternoon, and Set imrediately turned the carriage
around and clattered back towards the city.

Fol I owi ng the ritual which gained thementrance into

the fortified house, Sparhawk and Kalten went imredi ately
to the preceptor's study in the south tower.

Vani on was seated at the large table in the centre of the
roomw th a stack of docunments in front of him and
Sephrenia sat by the crackling fire with her ever-present
teacup in her hand. She was | ooking into the dancing
flanmes, her eyes a nystery.

Vani on | ooked up and saw the bl ood-stains on Kalten's
doubl et. 'What happened?' he asked.

"Qur disguises didn't work.' Kalten shrugged. 'A

group of church soldiers waylaid us in an alley. It's not
serious.'

Sephrenia rose fromher chair and cane over to them

"Did you have it tended?' she asked.

' Spar hawk put a bandage on it.

"Way don't you let nme look at it? Sonetinmes Sparhawk's
bandages are a little rudinmentary. Sit down and

open your doublet.’

Kalten grunbled a bit but did as he was told.

She untied the bandage and | ooked at the cut in his

Side with pursed lips. 'Did you clean it at all?" she asked
Spar hawk.

"I wiped it down with sone wne.'

She sighed. 'Onh, Sparhawk.' She rose, went to the

door, and sent one of the young knights outside for the
thi ngs she woul d need.

' Spar hawk picked up sone information,' Kalten told

the preceptor.

"What kind of information? Vanion asked.

"I found Krager,' Sparhawk told him drawing up a

chair. '"He's staying in a brothel near the west gate.

One of Sephrenia's eyebrows shot up. 'What were you
doing in a brothel, Sparhawk?

"it's along story,' he replied, flushing slightly. 'Soneday
I"I'l tell you all about it. Anyway,' he continued, 'the
Baron Harparin cane to the brothel, and -
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"Har parin?' Vanion | ooked startled. 'In a brothel? He
had | ess business there than you did.'
"He was there to neet with Krager. | managed to get

inside and into the roomnext to the one where they were
meeting.' He quickly sketched out the details of the

i nvol uted scheme of the Prinmate Anni as.

Vani on's eyes were narrow as Sparhawk finished his

report. '"Annias is even nore ruthless than I'd inagined,"’
he said. "I never thought that he'd stoop to mass nurder."'
"W're going to stop them aren't we?' ~Kalten asked as
Sephreni a began to cl eanse hi s wound.

"Of course we are,' Vanion replied absently. He stared

up at the ceiling, his eyes lost in thought. "I think | see a
way to turn this around.' He |ooked at Kalten. 'Are you
fit to ride? he asked.

"This is hardly more than a scratch,' Kalten assured
hi m as Sephrenia |laid a conpress over the cut.

'Good. | want you to go to the notherhouse at Denvs.

Take every man you can get your hands on and start out

for Count Radun's castle in Arcium Stay off the main
roads. W don't want Martel to know you're comi ng.
Sparhawk, | want you to |lead the knights fromhere in

C mura. Join Kalten down there in Arcium sonepl ace.'

Spar hawk shook his head. 'If we ride out in a body, Annias
will know that we're up to sonething. If he gets suspi cious,
he coul d postpone the whole thing and then attack the
counts castle sonme other time when we aren't around.
Vanion frowned. 'That's true, isn't it? Maybe you

coul d sneak your nen out of Cinmura a fewat a tine.'

"it would take too long that way,' Sephrenia told him

wi ndi ng a cl ean bandage around Kalten's waist, 'and
sneaking attracts nore attention than riding out openly.'

She pursed her lips in thought. 'Does the order still own
that cloister on the road to Cardos?' she asked.
Vani on nodded. "it's in total disrepair, though.

woul dn't this be an excellent time to restore it?

"I don't quite follow you, Sephreni a.

"W need to find sone excuse for nost of the Pandi ons

here in Cimmura to ride out of town together. |If you were

to go to the palace and tell the council that you' re going to
take all your knights and go and repair that cloister,

Anni as would think you're playing right into his hands.

Then you coul d take wagonl oads of tools and buil ding
materials to make it |1 ook genuine and | eave town with

them Once you're out of C nmura, you can change

direction with no one the w ser.

It sounds workabl e, Vanion,' Sparhawk said. will you

be comng with us?

no,' Vanion replied. '"i'mgoing to have to ride to

Chyrellos and alert a few friendly nmenbers of the Church

hi erocracy to what Anni as has pl anned.’

Spar hawk nodded, then he renenbered sonething.

‘i'"'mnot entirely positive about this,' he said, '"but | think
there's someone here in G mmura who's been wat ching

me, and | don't think he's an Elene.' He sniled at

Sephrenia. 'l've been trained to recognize the subtle touch
of a Styric mnd. Anyway, this watcher seens to be able to
pick me out no matter what kind of disguise | wear. |I'm

al nbst certain that he's the one who set the church soldiers
on Kalten and ne, and that neans that he has ties to
Anni as. '
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"What does he | ook |ike? Sephrenia asked him

"I can't really say. He wears a hooded robe and keeps his
face hidden.'

"He can't report to Annias if he's dead,' Kalten shrugged.
"Lay an anbush for hi m sonewhere on the road to Cardos.
isn't that a little direct? Sephrenia asked di sapprovingly,
tying the bandage firmy in place

"i"ma sinple man, Sephrenia. Conplications confuse

me. '

"I want to work out a few nore details,' Vanion said. He

| ooked at Sephrenia. 'Kalten and | will be riding together as
far as Denbs. Do you want to return to the notherhouse?

"No,"' she replied. "I'lIl go with Sparhawk just in case this
Styric who's been watching himtries to follow us. | should
be able to deal with that without resorting to nurder.

"All right, then,' Vanion said rising to his feet.

' Spar hawk, you and Kalten go and see to the wagons and

the building materials. I'll go to the palace and lie a little
bit. As soon as | get back, we'll all |eave.'

"And what would you |like ne to do, Vanion?'

Sephreni a asked him

He smiled. 'Wy don't you have another cup of tea,

Sephr eni a?'

' Thank you, Vanion. | believe | wll.

N
*Chapter8

The weat her had turned cold, and the sullen afternoon

sky was spitting pellets of hard-frozen snow. A hundred

cl oaked and bl ack-arnmoured Pandi on Knights rode at a
jingling trot through the heavily forested region near the
Arcian border with Sparhawk and Sephrenia in the |ead.
They had been travelling for five days.

Spar hawk gl anced up at the sky and reined in the black
horse he was riding. The horse reared, pawing at the air

with his front hooves. 'Ch, stop that, ' Sparhawk told him
irritably.

"He's very enthusiastic, isn't he? Sephrenia said.

'"He's also not very bright. 1'lIl be glad when we catch up

with Kalten and | can get Faran back.

"Way are we stoppi ng?'

"It's close to evening, and that grove over there seens
to be fairly clear of undergrowh. W may as well set up
our night's encanpnent here.' He raised his voice then,
calling back over his shoulder. 'Sir Parasim' he shout ed.
The young knight with the butter-coloured hair rode
forward. 'Yes, ny Lord Sparhawk?' he said in his |light
tenor voice

"W'l| stop for the night here,' Sparhawk told him 'As
soon as the wagons get here, set up Sephrenia's tent for
her and see to it that she has everything she needs.'

"COf course, ny Lord.'

The sky had turned a chill purple by the tine

Spar hawk had overseen the setting up of their encanpnent
and had posted sentries. He wal ked past the tents

and the flickering cooking fires to join Sephrenia at the
small fire before her tent, which was set slightly apart
fromthe rest of the canp. He smiled when he saw her
ever-present tea-kettle hanging froma netal tripod
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whi ch she had set over the flanes.

"Sonet hi ng amusi ng, Sparhawk?' she asked.

"No,"' he said. '"Not really.' He | ooked back towards the
yout hf ul kni ghts noving around their cooking fires.
'They all seem so young,' he said alnpst as if to hinself,
"hardly nore than boys.'

"That's the nature of things, Sparhawk. The old nmake

t he decisions, and the young carry them out.'

"WAs | ever that young?'

She | aughed. ' Oh yes, dear Sparhawk,' she told him
"You couldn't begin to believe how young you and Kalten

were when you cane to nme for your first lessons. | felt as
if a pair of babies had been placed in nmy care.
He made a rueful face. "I guess that answers that

question, doesn't it?" He held out his hands to the
warnth of her fire. "It's a cold night. | think my bl ood
thinned out while | was in Jiroch. | haven't been really
warm since | canme back to Elenia. Did Parasimbring you
your supper?'

'Yes. He's a very nice boy, isn't he?

Spar hawk | aughed. 'He'd probably be offended if he

heard you say that.'

"It's the truth, isn't it?

"Of course, but he'd be offended all the sane. Young

kni ghts are al ways sensitive.'

' Have you ever heard hi m sing?

"Once. In chapel.’

'He has a glorious voice, doesn't he?

Spar hawk nodded. "I don't think he really belongs in a
mlitant order. A regular nonastery woul d probably suit
his tenperament better.' He | ooked around, then

stepped outside the circle of firelight, dragged a log to the
side of the fire, and covered it with his cloak. "It's not
exactly an easy chair,' he apol ogized, '"but it's better than
sitting on the ground.'

' Thank you, Sparhawk.' She sniled. 'That was very

t houghtful of you.'

"l do have a few nanners, | suppose.' He | ooked at her
gravely. 'This is going to be a hard journey for you, I'm
afraid.'

"I can endure it, my dear.

' Perhaps, but don't go out of your way to be unnecessarily
brave. If you get tired or cold, don't hesitate to say
sonething to ne. '

"“I'l'l be just fine, Sparhawk. Styrics are a hardy people.
' Sephrenia,' he said then, 'howlong will it be until the
twel ve knights who were in the throne roomwth you
begin to die?

"That's really inpossible to say, Sparhawk.

"WIIl you know - each time it happens, | nmean?

"Yes. At the nonent, |'mthe one to whomtheir

swords will be delivered.'

"Their swords?'

' The swords were the instrunents of the spell, and

they synbolize the burden that nust be passed on.
"Wouldn't it have been wi ser to have distributed that
responsibility?

"l chose not to.'

"That m ght have been a mi st ake.

"Perhaps, but it was mne to nmake.'

He began to pace angrily. 'We should be working on a

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Davi...0-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (73 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

cure instead of riding hal fway across Arcium' he burst
out .

"I couldn't bear to | ose you and Ehl ana,' he said, 'and
Vani on, too.'

"There's still time, dear one.'

He sighed. 'Are you all settled in, then?" he asked her
"Yes. | have everything | need.

,Try to get a good night's sleep. W'll be starting early.
Good ni ght, Sephrenia.’

'Sl eep well, Sparhawk.'

He awoke as daybreak had begun to spread its |ight

t hrough the wood. He strapped on his arnmour, shivering

at the touch of the cold plate. He energed fromthe tent
he shared with five other knights and | ooked around the

sl eepi ng canp. Sephrenia's fire was flickering in front of
her tent again, and her white robe gleaned in the steely
light of dawn and the gl ow of her fire.

"You're up early,' he said as he approached her

"So are you. How far is it to the border?

"W shoul d cross into Arciumtoday.

And then from sonewhere out in the forest they heard

a strange, flute-like sound. The nelody was in a m nor
key, but it was not sad, rather it seened filled with an
agel ess j oy.

Sephrenia's eyes grew wi de, and she nade a peculiar
gesture with her right hand.

" A shepherd maybe?' Sparhawk sai d.

"No,' she replied. 'Not a shepherd.' She stood uP

"Cone with nme, Sparhawk,' she said, and then she |ed
himaway fromthe fire.

The sky was growing |ighter as they noved out into

the nmeadow lying just to the south of their encanpnent,
following the flute-like sound. They approached the
sentry Sparhawk had stationed there.

"You heard it, too, ny Lord Sparhawk?' the blackarnoured
kni ght asked.

I can't nake out who it is yet, but it seens to be com ng
fromthat tree out in the centre of the neadow. Do you
want nme to cone along with you?

"No. Stay here. We'll investigate.'

Sephreni a had al ready gone on ahead, noving directly
towards the tree that seened to be the source of the
strange nel ody.

"You'd better let me go first,' Sparhawk said when he
caught up with her.

' There's no danger, Sparhawk.'

When they reached the tree, Sparhawk peered up

t hrough the shadowy |inbs and saw the nysterious

musician. It was a little girl of six or so. Her long hair was
bl ack and gl ossy, and her |arge eyes were as deep as night.
A headband of plaited grass encircled her brow, holding
her hair back. She was sitting on a lim breathing sound
into a sinple, nmany-chanbered set of pipes such as a
goatherd might play. Although it was quite cold, she wore
only a short, belted linen snock that |eft her arns and | egs
bare. Her grass-stained, unshod feet were crossed, and she
perched on the linb with a sedate sureness.

"What's she doi ng here?' Sparhawk asked, puzzl ed.

"There aren't any houses or villages around.’

"I think she's been waiting for us,' Sephrenia replied.
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'That doesn't make any sense.' He | ooked up at the
child. "What's your nane, little girl? he asked.

'Let me question her, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia said.

"She's a Styric child, and they tend to be shy. She pushed
back her hood and spoke to the little girl in a dialect
Spar hawk di d not under st and.

The child | owered her rude pipe and smled. Her I|ips
were like a small, pink bow

Sephreni a asked her anot her question in a strange,
gentl e tone.

The little girl shook her head.

"Does she live in some house back in the forest?

Spar hawk asked

"She has no hone nearby.' Sephrenia said.

‘Doesn't she tal k?

"She chooses not to.

Spar hawk | ooked around. 'Wll, we can't |eave her
here.' He reached up his arnms to the child. 'Cone down,
little girl,' he said.

She smled at himand slipped off the linb into his
hands. Her wei ght was very slight, and her hair smelled of
grass and trees. She confidently put her arns about his
neck and then winkl ed her nose at the snell of his arnour.
He set her down on her feet, and she inmediately

went to Sephrenia, took the snmall worman's hands in

hers, and ki ssed them Something peculiarly Styric

seenmed to pass between the woman and the little girl,
sonet hi ng that Sparhawk coul d not understand.

Sephrenia lifted the child into her arns and hel d her
close. "What will we do with her, Sparhawk?' she asked

in a strangely intent tone. For some reason it seemed very
i mportant to her.

"W'| | have to take her with us, | guess - at |east unti

we find sonme people to |l eave her with. Let's go back to
canp and see if we can find sonething for her to wear.

" And sone breakfast, | think.
"Wuld you like that, Flute?' Sparhawk asked the
chil d.

The little girl smiled and nodded.

"Way did you call her that?' Sephrenia asked him

"W have to call her sonething - at least until we find

out her real name - if she has one. Let's go back to the fire
where it's warm' He turned and | ed the way back across

t he nmeadow t owards the canp.

They crossed the border into Arciumnear the city of

Di eros, once again avoiding contact with the |oca

i nhabitants. They paralleled the road | eadi ng eastward,
staying well back fromthat heavily travelled hi ghway.

The countrysi de of the kingdom of Arcium was noticeably
different fromthat of Elenia. Unlike its northern

nei ghbour, Arcium seenmed to be a ki ngdom of walls.

They stretched al ong the roads or cut across open

pasturel and, often for no apparent reason. The walls

were thick and high, and Sparhawk was frequently

obliged to |l ead his knights on long detours to go around
them Wyly he renmenbered the words of a twenty-fourth-century
Patriarch of the Church who, after travelling

fromChyrellos to Larium had referred to Arciumas ' God' s rock
garden.'.

The following day they entered a | arge forest of
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Wi nter-bare birch trees. As they rode deeper into the chil
wood, Sparhawk began to snell snoke and he soon saw

a dark pall lying |l ow anong the stark white tree-trunks.
He halted the colum and rode on ahead to investigate.

He had gone perhaps a nmile when he cane to a cluster

of rudely built Styric houses. They were all on fire, and
bodies littered the open area around the houses. Sparhawk
began to swear. He wheel ed the young bl ack horse

round and gal | oped back to where he had |left his troops.
"What is it?" Sephrenia asked him |ooking at his bleak
expression. "where's the snoke coming fron?'

"There was a Styric village up ahead,' he replied

darkly. 'We both know what the snoke neans.'

" Ah.' She sighed.

"you' d better keep the little girl back here until | can get
a burial detail up there.

'No, Sparhawk. This sort of thing is a part of her
heritage, too. Al Styrics know that it happens. Besides,
i mght be able to help the survivors - if there are any.
"Have it your own way,' he said shortly. A huge rage

had descended upon him and he curtly notioned the

colum forward.

There was sone evi dence that the hapless Styrics had

made an attenmpt to defend thensel ves, but that they had
been swarned over by people carrying only the crudest

of weapons. Sparhawk put his men to work - sone of
them di ggi ng graves and others extinguishing the fires.
Sephrenia cane across the littered field, her face
deathly pale. 'There are only a few wonen anong the
dead,' she reported. "I'd guess that the rest fled back into
t he woods.'

"See if you can persuade themto cone back,' he said.

He | ooked over at Sir Parasim who was weepi ng openly

as he spaded dirt out of a grave. The young kni ght was
obviously not emptionally suited for this kind of work.
"Parasim' Sparhawk ordered, 'go with Sephrenia.

"Yes, ny Lord,' Parasi msobbed, dropping his spade.

The dead were finally all committed to the earth, and
Sparhawk briefly nurnured an El ene prayer over the
graves. It was probably not appropriate for Styrics, but
he didn't really know what else to do

After about an hour, Sephrenia and Parasi mreturned.

"Any luck?' Sparhawk asked her.

‘W found them' she replied, 'but they won't cone

out of the woods.

"I can't really blane themvery nuch,' he said. 'W'l

see if we can fix up at least a few of these houses for them
to keep them out of the weat her.

‘Don't waste your tine, Sparhawk. They won't cone

back to this place. That's a part of the Styric religion.'
"Did they give you sone idea of which way the El enes

who did this went?'

"What are you pl anning, Sparhawk?'

' Chastisenment. That's a part of the Elene religion

"No. | won't tell you which way they went, if that's

what you' ve got in nind.

"I"'mnot going to let this pass, Sephrenia. You can tel
me or not, whichever you choose. | can find their trail by
myself if | need to.'

She | ooked at him hel pl essly. Then her eyes becane
shrewd. 'A bargain, Sparhawk?' she suggested

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Davi...0-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (76 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

"Il listen.'

"Il tell you where to find themif you prom se not to
kil anybody.'

"All right,' he agreed grudgingly, his face still black
with anger. 'Which way did they go?

"I'"mnot done yet,' she said. 'You'll stay here with ne. |
know you, and you sonetinmes go to extremes. Send

soneone else to do it.'

He glared at her, then turned. 'Lakus.' he bell owed.

"No,' she said, 'not Lakus. He's as bad as you are.

"Who, then?

"Parasim | think.

" Par asi n?'

"He's a gentler person. If we tell himnot to kil

anybody, he won't nmke any m stakes.'

"All right, then,' he said from between cl enched teeth.
"Parasim' he said to the young kni ght standing sorrowfully
near by, 'take a dozen nen and run down the

animals who did this. Don't kill anybody, but make them
all very, very sorry that they ever cane up with the idea.
"Yes, ny Lord,' Parasimsaid, his eyes suddenly

glinting like steel. Sephrenia gave himdirections, and he
started back to where the other knights were gathered.

On his way, he stopped and uprooted a thorn bush. He
seized it in one gauntleted fist and swng it very hard at
an unoffending birch tree, ripping off a fair-sized chunk
of white bark.

' Ch, dear,' Sephrenia murnured.

"He'll do just fine," Sparhawk |aughed mrthlessly. "I
have great hopes for that young man and great faith in
his sense of the appropriate.’

Sone di stance away, Flute was standing over the

scattered graves. She was pl ayi ng her pipes softly, and
her nel ody seened to convey aeons of sorrow.

The weat her continued cold and unpl easant, though no
significant ambunts of snow fell. After a week of steady
travel, they reached a ruined castle sonme six or eight

| eagues west of the city of Darra. Kalten and the nain
body of the Pandi on Knights awaited themthere.

"I thought you'd got lost,' the blond nan said as he
reined up in front of Sparhawk. He | ooked curiously at
Flute, who sat in front of Sparhawk's saddle, her bare
feet both on one side of the black horse's neck and with
Spar hawk' s cl oak wapped around her. 'isn't it alittle
late for you to be starting a famly?

‘W found her along the way,' Sparhawk replied. He

took the little girl and handed her across to Sephreni a.
"Way didn't you put sonme shoes on her?

"W did. She keeps losing them There's a nunnery on
the other side of Darra. We'll drop her off there.

Spar hawk | ooked at the ruin crouched on the hill above
them 'is there any kind of shelter in there?

"Some. It breaks the wind, at least.’

‘Let's get inside, then. Did Kurik bring Faran and ny
ar nour ?'

Kal t en nodded.

"Good. This horse is a little unruly, and Vanion's old
armour has rubbed me raw in nore places than | care to
count. '
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They rode up into the ruin and found Kurik and the

young novi ce, Berit, waiting for them 'Wat took you so
I ong?' Kurik asked bluntly.

"it's a long way, Kurik,' Sparhawk replied a bit
defensively, 'and the wagons can only nove so fast.'

"You shoul d have | eft them behind.

'They were carrying the food and extra equi pnent."'

Kurik grunted. 'Let's get in out of the weather. |I've got
a fire going in what's left of that watchtower over there.'
He | ooked rather peculiarly at Sephrenia, who carried
Flute in her arnms. 'Lady,' he greeted her respectfully.
‘"Dear Kurik,' she said warmy. 'How are Asl ade and

the boys?'

"Well, Sephrenia,' he replied. 'Very well indeed.’
"I'mso glad to hear it.'

'Kalten said you'd be conming along,' he said to her. "I
have water boiling for your tea.' He |ooked at Flute, who
had her face nestled agai nst Sephrenia's. 'Have you been
keepi ng secrets from us?

She | aughed, a rippling cascade of a laugh. 'That's

what Styrics do best, Kurik.

‘"Let's get you all inside where it's warm' He turned
and | ed the way across the rubbl e-strewn courtyard of

the ruin, leaving Berit to care for the horses.

"Was it a good idea to bring himalong? Sparhawk

asked, jerking his thunb back over his shoulder in the
direction of the novice. "He's a little young for an all-out
battle.'

"He'Il be all right, Sparhawk,' Kurik said. "I took himto
the practice field at Denps a few times and gave him
sone instruction. He handles hinmself well and he | earns
fast.'

"Al'l right, Kurik,' Sparhawk said, 'but when the
fighting starts, stay close to him | don't want himgetting
hurt. '

"I never let you get hurt, did I?

Sparhawk grinned at his friend. '"No. As | recall, you
didn't.'

They stayed the night in the ruin and rode out early the
foll owi ng nmorning. Their conbined forces nunbered

just over five hundred nen, and they rode south under a
still-threatening sky. Just beyond Darra stood a nunnery
with yell ow sandstone walls and a red tile roof.

Spar hawk and Sephrenia turned aside fromthe road and
crossed a wi nter-browned neadow towards the buil ding.
"And what is the child' s nane?' the bl ack-robed

Mot her Superior asked when they were admitted into

her presence in a severely sinple roomwith only a snall
brazier to warmit.

"She doesn't talk, nother,' Sparhawk replied. "She

pl ays those pipes all the time, so we call her Flute.
"That is an unseemy nane, ny son.'

"The child doesn't m nd, Mdther Superior,' Sephrenia
told her.

"Did you make sonme effort to find her parents?

"There was no one in the vicinity when we found her,'
Spar hawk expl ai ned.

The Mot her Superior |ooked gravely at Sephrenia.

"The child is Styric,' she pointed out. 'Wuld it not
perhaps be better to put her with a famly of her own race
and her own faith?
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"W have pressing business,' Sephrenia said, 'and
Styrics can be very difficult to find when they choose to
be."
"You know, of course, that if she stays with us, we wll
raise her in the Elene faith?
Sephrenia smled. "You will try, Mther Superior.
think you will find that she's not anenable to conversion,
however. Com ng, Sparhawk?

They rejoined the colunm and rode south under clearing
skies, moving first at arolling trot and then at a

t hunderous gall op. They crossed a knoll, and Spar hawk
reined Faran in sharply, staring in astonishnent at Flute,
who sat cross-1egged on a |large white rock playing her
pi pes. 'How did you - ' he began, then broke off.
'Sephrenia,' he called, but the white-robed wonan had

al ready di snounted. She approached the child, speaking
gently to her in that strange Styric dialect.

Flute | owered her pipes and gave Sparhawk an inpish
little grin. Sephrenia | aughed and took the child in her

ars.
"How di d she get ahead of us?' Kalten asked, his face
baf f1 ed.

"Who knows?' Sparhawk replied. "I guess |'d better

take her back."
'No, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia said firmy. "She wants to go

with us.'

"That's too bad,' he said bluntly. "I"mnot going to take
alittle girl into battle.'

"Don't concern yourself with her, Sparhawk. 1'll care

for her.' She smiled at the child nestled in her arns. "I'I|
care for her as if she were my own.' She |l aid her cheek
against Flute's glossy black hair. '"in a way, she is.

He gave up. 'Have it your own way,' he said. just as he
began to wheel Faran around, he felt a sudden chil
acconpani ed by the sense of an inplacable hatred.

' Sephrenia!' he said sharply.

"I felt it, too!' she cried, drawing the little girl closer to
her. "It's directed at the child!

Flute struggled briefly, and Sephrenia, |ooking surprised,
set her down. The little girl's face was set, | ooking

nmore annoyed than angered or frightened. She set her

pi pes to her lips and began to play. The nelody this tine
was not that light air in a mnor key which she had pl ayed
before. It was sterner and peculiarly oninous.

Then from sonme di stance away they heard a sudden

how of pain and surprise. The how imredi ately began

to fade, as if whoever or whatever had made it were
fleeing at an uni nagi nabl e rate.

"What was that?' Kalten exclai ned.

"An unfriendly spirit,' Sephrenia replied calmy

"What drove it away?'

"The child's song. It seens that she has learned to
protect herself.’

"Do you understand any of what's going on here?

Kal ten asked Sparhawk.

"No more than you do. Let's keep noving. W've stil

got a couple of days of hard riding ahead of us.

The castle of Count Radun, the uncle of King Dregos,
was perched atop a high, rocky pronontory. Like so
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many of the castles in this southern kingdom it was
surrounded by nassive walls. The weather had cl eared

of f, and the noonday sun was very bright as Sparhawk,

Kal ten, and Sephrenia, who still carried Flute in front of
her saddl e, rode across a broad neadow of yell ow grass
towards the fortress.

They were adnitted without question, in the courtyard
they were nmet by the count, a blocky nan with heavy

shoul ders and silver-shot hair. He wore a dark green
doublet trimred in black and surnmounted by a heavily
starched white ruff of a collar. It was a style which had
gone out of fashion in El enia decades ago. 'My house is
honoured to wel cone the knights of the Church,' he
declared formally after they had introduced thensel ves.
Spar hawk swung down off Faran's back. 'Your hospitality
is legendary, ny Lord,' he said, '"but our visit is

not entirely social. |Is there soneplace private where we
can talk? W have a matter of sone urgency to discuss

with you.'

"OfF course,' the count replied. "if you will all be so good

as to come with nme.' They followed himthrough the

broad doors of his castle and along a candlelit corridor
strewn with rushes. At the end of the corridor, the count
produced a brass key and unl ocked a door. 'My private
study,' he said nodestly. "I'mrather proud of ny

coll ection of books. | have al nbst two dozen.'

'Form dabl e, Sephrenia murnured.

" Perhaps you might care to read sonme of them

madane?'

'The | ady doesn't read,' Sparhawk told him "She's a
Styric and an initiate in the secrets. She feels that reading
m ght sonmehow interfere with her abilities.'

"Awitch? the count said, |ooking at the snmall woman.

"Truly?

"W prefer to use other terms, my Lord,' she replied
mldly.

'Pl ease, sit down,' the count said, pointing at a |arge
table standing in a chill patch of wintry sunlight com ng
through a heavily barred wi ndow. "I'mcurious to hear

about this urgent matter.'

Spar hawk renoved his hel net and gauntlets and laid
themon the table. 'Are you famliar with the nane of
Anni as, Primate of Ci mrura, ny Lord?

The count's face hardened. "I've heard of him' he said
shortly.

"You know his reputation then?

"l do.'

'CGood. Quite by accident, Sir Kalten and | unearthed a
pl ot hatched by the primate. Fortunately, he isn't aware
of the fact that we know about it. Is it your conmmobn
practice so freely to adnit Church Knights?

"OfF 'course. | revere the Church and honour her

Kni ghts."'

"Wthin a few days - a week at npbst - a sizeable group
of men in black arnmour and bearing the standards of

Pandi on Knights will ride up to your gates. | strongly
advi se you not to adnit them'
"But -’

Sparhawk held up one hand. 'They will not be
Pandi on, ny Lord. They're nercenaries under the conmand
of a renegade naned Martel. If you let themin,
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they will kill everyone within your walls - excepting only
a churchman or two who will spread word of the
outrage. '

"Monstrous!' the count gasped. 'Wat reason could the
Primate of G mmura have to bear ne such hatred?

"The plot isn't directed at you, Count Radun,' Kalten
told him 'Your nurder is designed to discredit the
Pandi on Kni ghts. Anni as hopes that the Hierocracy of

the Church will be so infuriated that they'll disband the
order."'

"I must send word to Lariumat once,' the count

declared, conming to his feet. ' M/ nephew can have an

arnmy here in a few days.'

'That won't be necessary, ny Lord,' Sparhawk said. "I
have five hundred fully arned Pandions - real ones -
conceal ed in the woods just to the north of your castle
Wth your permission, I'll bring a hundred of theminside
your walls to reinforce your garison. Wien the nercenaries
arrive, find some excuse not to admt them'

"Wn't that seem strange?’ Radun asked. "I have a
reputation for hospitality - for the Knights of the Church
in particular.'

' The drawbridge,' Kalten said.

"l beg your pardon?

"Tell themthat the wi ndlass that operates your drawbridge
is broken. Then tell themthat you have nen

working on it and ask themto be patient.’

"I will not lie,' the count said stiffly.

"That's all right, nmy Lord,' Kalten assured him "'l
break the wi ndlass for you nyself, so you won't really be
lying.'

The count stared at himfor a nonment, then burst out

| aughi ng.

'The mercenaries will be outside the castle,’ Sparhawk
went on, 'and your walls will give very little roomfor

manoeuvring. That's when we'll attack them from
behi nd."
Kalten grinned broadly. "It should be alnost like a

cheese grater when we start to grind them up agai nst

your walls.'

"And | can drop sone interesting things on themfrom

my battlenents as well,' the count added, al so grinning.
"Arrows, large rocks, burning pitch - that sort of thing.
"W're going to get on splendidly, nmy Lord,' Kalten

told him

"I will, of course, make arrangenents to | odge this |ady
and the little girl here in safety,' the count said.

"No, nmy Lord,"' Sephrenia disagreed. "I wll acconpany

Sir Sparhawk and Sir Kalten back to our hiding place. This
Martel Sparhawk mentioned is a former Pandi on and he

has del ved deeply into secret know edge that is forbidden
to honest nmen. It may be necessary to counter him and I'm
best equi pped to do that.'

"But surely the child -

"The child nmust stay with nme,' Sephrenia said firny.

She | ooked over at Flute, who was in the act of curiously
openi ng a book. 'No!' she said, probably nore sharply

than she intended. She rose and took the book away from
the little girl.

Fl ute sighed, and Sephrenia spoke briefly to her in that
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di al ect Sparhawk did not understand.

Since there was no way to know when Martel's mercenaries
m ght arrive, the Pandions built no fires that night,

and when the next norning dawned cl ear and col d,

Sparhawk unrolled hinself fromhis blankets and | ooked
with some distaste at his arnmour, knowing that it would
take at | east an hour for the heat of his body to take the
clamy chill out of it. He decided that he was not ready
to face that just yet, so he belted on his sword, pulled his
stout cloak around his shoul ders, and wal ked down

through the sl eeping canp towards a snall brook that
trickled through the woods where he and his knights |ay

hi dden.

He knelt beside the brook and drank from his cupped

hands, then braced hinself and splashed icy water on hi S
face. Then he rose, dried his face with the hemof his

cl oak, and stepped across the brook. The just-risen sun
streamed golden into the | eafl ess wood, slanting

bet ween the dark trunks and touching fire into the
dewdrops collected like strings of beads al ong the stens
of the grass about his feet. Sparhawk wal ked on through

t he woods.

He had gone perhaps a half a nile when he saw a

grassy meadow t hrough the trees. As he approached the
meadow, he heard the thuddi ng of hooves. Sonewhere

ahead, a single horse was |oping across the turf at a
canter. And then he heard the sound of Flute's pipes
rising in the nmorning air. He pushed his way to the edge of the meadow, parted

the bushes, and peered out.

Faran, his roan coat glistening in the norning sun,
cantered easily in a wide circular course around the
meadow. He wore no saddle nor bridle, and there was
sonet hing al nost joyful about his stride. Flute lay face
up on his back with her pipes at her lips. Her head was
nestled confortably on his surging front shoul ders, her
knees were crossed, and she was beating tinme on Faran's
runp with one little foot.

Spar hawk gaped at them then stepped out into the
meadow to stand directly in the big roan's path. He
spread his arns wide, and Faran slowed to a wal k and
then stopped in front of his naster

"What do you think you're doing? Sparhawk barked at
hi m

Faran's expression grew |l ofty and he | ooked away.

'Have you conpletely taken | eave of your senses?

Faran snorted and flicked his tail even as Flute continued
to play her song. Then the little girl slapped her
grass-stained foot inperiously on his runp severa
times, and he neatly sidestepped the fum ng Sparhawk
and cantered on with Flute's song soaring above him
Sparhawk swore and ran after them After a few yards,
he knew it was hopel ess and he stopped, breathing hard.
"interesting, wouldn't you say?' SePhrenia said. She
had conme out from anong the trees and stood at the edge
of the meadow with her white robe gleamng in the
nor ni ng sun.

"Can you nake them stop?' Sparhawk asked her

"She's going to fall off and get hurt.'

'No, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia disagreed, "she will not
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fall.' She said it in that strange manner into which she
.sonetinmes | apsed. Despite the decades she had spent in
El ene society, Sephrenia remained a Styric to her fingertips,
and Styrics had al ways been an enigna to El enes.

The centuries of close association between the militant
orders of the El ene Church and their Styric tutors,
however, had taught the Church Knights to accept the
words of their instructors wthout question

"if you're sure,' Sparhawk said a bit dubiously as he

| ooked across the turf at Faran, who seenmed sonehow to
have | ost his nornally vicious tenperanent.

yes, dear one,' she said, laying an affectionate hand

on his armin reassurance. "l'm absolutely sure.' She

| ooked out at the great horse and his tiny passenger
joyously circling the dew drenched neadow in the

gol den nmorning sunlight. 'Let themplay a while |onger,'
she advi sed

About nidnmorning Kalten returned fromthe vantage

point to the south of the castle where he and Kurik had
been keepi ng watch over the road com ng up from
Sarrinium 'Nothing yet,' he reported as he di smounted,
his armour clinking. 'Do you think Martel might just try
to come across country and avoid the roads?

"It's not very likely,' Sparhawk replied. 'He wants to be
seen, renmenber? He needs |lots of witnesses.'

"l suppose | hadn't thought of that,' Kalten admitted.

' Have you got the road com ng down from Darra

covered?

Spar hawk nodded. 'Lakus and Berit are watching it.
"Berit?" Kalten sounded surprised. 'The apprentice?

Isn't he alittle young?

"He'Il get over it. He's steady, and he's got good sense.
Besi des, Lakus can keep himout of trouble.’

"You're probably right. Is there any of that roast ox the
count sent us left?

"Hel p yourself. It isn't hot, though.'

Kal ten shrugged. 'Better cold neat than no neat.

The day dragged on, as days spent only in waiting wll

do. by evening, Sparhawk was pacing the canp with his

i mpati ence gnawi ng at him Finally Sephrenia energed
fromthe rough little tent she shared with Flute. She

pl aced herself directly in front of the big knight in black
armour with her hands on her hips. '"WIIl you stop that?
she denmanded crossly.

' Stop what?'

"Pacing. You jingle at every step, and the noise is very
distracting.'

"I"'msorry. 1'll go jingle on the other side of canp.
"Why not just go and sit down?
"Nerves, | guess.

"Nerves? You?'

"l get twi nges now and then.'

"Well, go tw nge sonepl ace el se.”

"Yes, little mother,' he replied obediently.

It was cold again the follow ng norning. Kurik rode
quietly into canp just before sunrise. He carefully picked
his way past the sleeping knights wapped in their black
cl oaks to the place where Sparhawk had spread his

bl ankets. 'You'd better get up,' he said, lightly touching
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Spar hawk' s shoul der. ' They're comng.'

Spar hawk sat up quickly. 'How many?' he asked,
throwi ng off his bl ankets.

"I make it about two hundred and fifty.'

Spar hawk stood up. 'Were's Kalten?' he asked as
Kuri k began to buckle the black arnmour over his lord's
padded tuni c.

'He wanted to make sure that there wouldn't be any
surprises, so he joined the end of their colum.'
"He did what?

"Don't worry, Sparhawk. They're all wearing black
arnmour, so he blends right in.

‘Do you want to tie this on?" Sparhawk handed his

squire the length of bright ribbon that each knight was to
wear as a means of identification during a battle in which
both sides would be dressed in bl ack.

Kuri k took the red ribbon. 'Kalten's wearing a bl ue

one,' he noted. "It matches his eyes.' He tied the ribbon
around Sparhawk's upper arm then stepped back and

| ooked at his lord appraisingly. 'Adorable,' he said,
rolling his eyes.

Spar hawk | aughed and cl apped his friend on the

shoul der. 'Let's go wake the children,' he said, |ooking
across the encampnent of generally youthful knights.
"I've got sonme bad news for you, Sparhawk,' Kurik

said as the two of them noved out through the canp,
shaki ng the sl eepi ng Pandi ons awake.

"What's that?

" The man | eading the colum isn't Martel.'

Sparhawk felt a hot surge of disappointment. 'Wo is

it?" he asked.

"Adus. He had blood all over his chin. | think he's been
eating raw neat again.

Spar hawk swor e

"Look at it this way. At least the world' s going to be a
cl eaner place without Adus, and |I'd imagine that God
would Iike to have a long talk with himanyway."'

"W'l | have to see what we can do to arrange that.

Spar hawk' s kni ghts were assisting each other into

their arnour when Kalten rode into canp. 'They've

pul l ed up just beyond that hill to the south of the castle,"
he reported, not bothering to disnmount.

"is Martel possibly lurking around somewhere anong

t hen?" Spar hawk asked hopefully.

Kal ten shook his head. "lI'mafraid not.' He stood up in
his stirrups, shifting his sword around. 'Wy don't we
just go ahead and attack thenP' he suggested. "I'm

getting cold."
"I think Count Radun woul d be di sappointed if we
didn't let himtake part in the fight.

"That's true, | suppose.

"is there anything unusual about the mercenaries?
"Run of the mll - except that about half of themare
Rendors. "

' Rendor s?'

'They don't smell very good, do they?

Sephreni a, acconpani ed by Parasi mand Flute, cane
uP to join them

' Good norning, Sephrenia,' Sparhawk greeted her
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"Way all the bustle? she asked.

"We have conpany Com ng. We thought we'd ride out

to greet them '

"Martel ?'

"No. I'mafraid it's only Adus - and a few friends.' He
shifted the hel met he was hol ding under his left arm 'Since
Martel isn't |eading them and since Adus can barely speak
El enic, much less Styric, there isn't anybody out there who
could stir up enough magic to knock a fly off the wall. I'm
afraid that nmeans that you've nade the trip for nothing. |
want you to stay back here in the woods, well hidden and
out of danger. Sir Parasimw ||l stay with you.

The young knight's face filled wth di sappoi nt nent.

'No, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia replied. "I need no guard,

and this is Parasims first battle. W won't deprive him of
it.'

Parasimis face shone with gratitude

Kuri k cane back through the woods fromthe place

where he had been keepi ng watch. ' The sun's coning

up,' he reported, 'and Adus is | eading his nen over the
top of that hill.'

"We'd better nount up, then,' Sparhawk said.

The Pandi ons swung up into their saddl es and noved
cautiously through the wood until they reached the edge

of the broad meadow that surrounded the count's castle.
Then they waited, watching the bl ack-arnmoured nercenaries
riding down the hill in the gol den dawn sunlight.

Adus, who nornmally spoke in grunts and bel ches, rode

up to the gate of Count Radun's castle and read haltingly
froma piece of paper which he held in front of himat
arm s | engt h.

"Can't he extenporize?' Kalten asked quietly. 'He's

only asking for permssion to enter the castle.’

"Martel doesn't take chances,' Sparhawk replied, 'and

Adus usually has troubl e renmenbering his own nane.'

Adus continued to read his request. He had sone

trouble with the word admission, since it had nore than
one syl | able.

Then Count Radun appeared on the battlenments to

announce regretfully that the w ndlass which rai sed and

| owered the drawbri dge was broken and to beg themto

be patient until it was repaired.

Adus nulled that over. It took himquite a while. The

mer cenari es di snounted and | ounged about on the grass

at the foot of the castle wall

"This is going to be alnost too easy,' Kalten muttered.
"Let's just nake sure that none of them get away,'
Sparhawk told him "I don't want anybody riding to

Annias with word of what has really happened today.

"I still think Vanion's trying to be too clever about this.'
'Maybe that's why he's the preceptor and we're only

kni ghts.'

A red banner appeared atop the count's walls.

"There's the signal,' Sparhawk said. 'Radun's forces

are ready.' He put on his helnmet, gathered his reins, and
rose in his stirrups, firmy holding Faran in. Then he

rai sed his voice. 'Charge!' he roared

111

*Chapter9

"Any chance at all?'" Kalten asked.
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"No,' Sparhawk replied with deep regret as he | owered

Sir Parasimto the ground. 'He's gone.' He snpothed the
young knight's hair with his hand, then gently cl osed the
vacant eyes.

'He wasn't ready to conme up agai nst Adus,' Kalten

sai d.

"did that animal get conpletely away?

"i'"'mafraid so. After he cut down Parasim he rode off

to the south with about a dozen other survivors.

'Send sone people after him' Sparhawk said bl eakly

as he straightened the fallen Sir Parasimis linbs. 'Tel
themto run himinto the sea if necessary.'

‘Do you want nme to do it?

"No. You and | have to' go to Chyrellos.' He raised his
voice then. '"Berit,' he shouted.

The novi ce approached at a hal f-run. He was wearing

an old mail shirt splashed with blood and a dented foot
soldiers helnmet with no visor. He carried a grim |onghandl ed
battl e- axe.

Spar hawk | ooked cl osely at the blood on the rangy

youth's mail shirt. '"is any of that yours?' he asked.

"No, my Lord,' Berit answered. '"All theirs.' He | ooked
poi ntedly at the nercenary dead littering the field.
'Good. What's your feeling about a long ride?

"As ny Lord comands.

'He's got good nanners, at |east,' Kalten observed.
"Berit,' he said then, 'ask "Were?" before you agree so
qui ckly."'

"i'"lIl remenber that, my Lord Kalten

"I want you to cone with nme,' Sparhawk said to the
novice. 'W need to talk with Count Radun before you

| eave.' He turned to Kalten. 'Get a group of nmen to chase
Adus,' he said. 'Push himhard. | don't want himto have
time to send one of his people to CGmura to report all of
this to Annias. Tell the rest of the nen to bury our dead
and care for the wounded.

"What about these?' Kalten pointed at the dead bodies

of the mercenaries heaped in front of the castle walls.
"Burn them'

Count Radun met Sparhawk and Berit in the courtyard

of his castle. He was wearing full arnour and held his

sword in his hand. "I see that the reputation of the
Pandions is well deserved,' he said.
' Thank you, ny Lord,' Sparhawk replied. "I have a

favour - no, two favours - to ask of you.'

"Anyt hing, Sir Sparhawk.'

"Are you known to any nenbers of the Hierocracy in
Chyrel |l 0s?'

"Several, actually, and the Patriarch of Lariumis a
di stant cousin of mne.'

"Very good. | knowit's a bad season for travel, but i'd
like you to join nme inalittle ride.’

"OfF course. \Were are we goi ng?'

"To Chyrellos. The next favour is a bit nore personal
I"1l need your signet ring.'

"My ring?" The count lifted his hand and | ooked at the
heavy gold ring bearing his coat of arnmns.

Spar hawk nodded. ' And worse yet, | can't guarantee
that 1'lIl be able to return it.

"i'mnot sure that | understand.

"Berit here is going to take the ring to C mmura and
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drop it in the collection plate during service in the
cathedral there. The Primate Annias will take that to
mean that his scheme has succeeded and that you and

your family have all been nurdered. He will then rush to
Chyrellos to | ay charges agai nst the Pandi ons before the
Hi erocracy. '

Count Radun grinned broadly. 'But then you and | will
step forward and refute those charges, right?

Spar hawk grinned back. 'Exactly,' he said.

"That m ght cause the primate a certain anpbunt of
enbarrassnent,' the count said as he tugged the ring off

his finger.
"That was sort of what we had in mnd, ny Lord.'
"The ring is well lost, then,' Radun said, handing his

signet to Berit.

"Al'l right,' Sparhawk said to the young novice. 'Don't

kill any horses on your way to Cinmura. Gve us tinme to

get to Chyrellos before Annias does.' He squinted
thoughtfully. 'Mrning service, | think.'

"My Lord?

"Drop the count's ring in the collection plate during
norning service. Let's give Annias a whole day to gl oat
before he starts out for Chyrellos. War ordinary clothes
when you go into the cathedral and pray a bit - just to
make it 1 ook convincing. Don't go near the chapterhouse

or the inn on Rose Street. ' He | ooked at the young novice,
feeling a renewed pang at the loss of Sir Parasim "I can't
assure you that your life won't be in danger, Berit,' he
said soberly, 'so | can't order you to do this.'

There's no need to order ne to do it, ny Lord

Sparhawk, ' Berit replied.

'Good man,' Sparhawk said. ' Now go and get your

horse. You've got a long ride ahead of you.

It was nearly noon when Sparhawk and Count Radun

energed fromthe castle. 'How long do you think it'S
going to take for Primate Annias to reach Chyrellos? the
count asked.

"Two weeks at least. Berit has to get to C mrura before
Anni as can even start for Chyrellos.'

Kurik canme riding up to them 'Everything's ready,' he
tol d Sparhawk.

Spar hawk nodded. 'You'd better go and get

Sephreni a,' he said.

'is that really a good idea, Sparhawk? Things m ght get
alittle chancy when we get to Chyrell os.

"Do you want to be the one to tell her that she has to stay
behi nd?'

Kuri k winced. "I see what you nean,' he said.

"Where's Kalten?'

"Over there at the edge of the woods. He's building a
bonfire for sone reason.'

' Maybe he's col d.'

The winter sun was very bright in the cold blue sky as
Sparhawk and his party set out. 'Surely, nadane,'’

Count Radun objected to Sephrenia, 'the child would

have been quite safe within the walls of my castle.

' She woul d not have stayed there, ny Lord,'

Sephrenia replied in a small voice. She laid her cheek
against Flute's hair. 'Besides,' she added, "I take great
confort in having her with ne.' Her voice sounded weak
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sonehow, and she | ooked very pale and tired. In one
hand she carried Sir Parasims sword.

Sparhawk pulled Faran in beside her white palfrey.

"Are you all right?" he asked her quietly.

"Not really,' she answered.

"What's the matter?' He felt a sudden al arm

' Parasi mwas one of the twelve knights in the throne
roomin Cnmura.' She sighed. 'i've just been obliged to
shoul der his burden as well as nmy own.' She gestured
slightly with the sword.

"You're not ill, are you?

"Not in the way that you nean, no. It's just that it's
going to take a little while to adjust to the additiona
wei ght .’

'is there any way that | could carry it for you?

‘No, dear one.'

He drew in a deep breath. 'Sephrenia,' he said, 'is what
happened to Parasimtoday a part of what you told ne
was goi ng to happen to the twelve kni ghts?

There's no way to know, Sparhawk. The conpact we

made with the Younger Gods was not that specific.' She
smled wanly. 'if another of the knights dies this noon,
though, we'll know that it was nmerely an accident and
had nothing to do with the conpact.’

"We're going to | ose them one every nonth?

"Moon,' she corrected. ' Twenty-ei ght days. Mst

probably yes. The Younger Gods tend to be nethodica
about such things. Don't concern yourself about ne,
Sparhawk. 1'll be all right inalittle while.

It was sone sixty |eagues fromthe count's castle to the
city of Darra, and on the norning of the fourth day of
their journey, they crested a hill and | ooked down upon
the red tile roofs and the hundreds of chi meys sending
pal e bl ue colums of snoke straight up into the wi ndless
air. A black-armoured Pandi on Kni ght awaited them on

the hilltop. 'Sir Sparhawk,' the knight said, raising his
Vi sor.

"Sir Aven,' Sparhawk replied, recognizing the

knight's scarred face.

"i've 'a nessage for you from Preceptor Vanion. He
instructs you to proceed directly to CGmmura with al
possi bl e speed. "

"G mura? Why the change in plans?

"King Dregos is there, and he's invited Wargun of

Thal esia and Qbler of Deira to join him He wants to

i nvestigate the illness of Queen Ehlana - and the justification
for the appoi ntnent of the bastard Lycheas as Prince

Regent. Vani on believes that Annias will level his

charges agai nst our order at that council in order to

deflect an inquiry that m ght be enbarrassing.
Sparhawk swore. 'Berit's a good way ahead of us by
now,' he said. 'Have all the kings gathered in C nmura
yet ?'

A ven shook his head. 'King Gbler is too old to trave
very fast, and it's likely to take a week to sober King
Wargun up before he can nake the voyage from Ensat.'
‘"Let's not ganble on that,' Sparhawk said. 'We'll cut
across country to Denps and then ride directly to
Cmura. |s Vanion still at Chyrellos?

'no. He cane through Denps on his way to C mura
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The Patriarch Dol mant was with him'

"Dol mant?' Kalten said. 'That's a surprise. Wwo's
runni ng the Church?

"Sir Kalten,' Count Radun said stiffly. 'The guidance of
the Church is in the hands of the Archprel ate.

"Sorry, my Lord,' Kalten apologized. "I know how

much Arcians revere the Church, but let's be honest.
Archprelate Cuvonus is eighty-five years old and he

sl eeps a great deal. Dol mant doesn't make an issue of it,
but nost of the decisions that cone out of Chyrellos are
his.'

"Let's ride,' Sparhawk said

It took them four days of hard travelling to reach Denos,
where Sir Oven left themto return to the Pandi on

nmot her house, and it was three nore days before they
arrived at the gates of the chapterhouse in C nmnura.

"Do you know where we can find Lord Vani on?'

Spar hawk asked t he novice who came out into the
courtyard to take their horses.

"He's in his study in the south tower, nmy Lord - with
the Patriarch Dol mant.'

Spar hawk nodded and | ed the way inside and up the
narrow stairs

"thank God you arrived in time," Vanion greeted them
'"Has Berit delivered the count's ring yet?' Sparhawk
asked him

Vani on nodded. ' Two days ago. | had nen inside the

cat hedral watching.' He frowned slightly. "Was it
altogether wise to entrust that kind of mssion to a
novi ce, Sparhawk?'

"Berit's a solid young nman,' Sparhawk expl ai ned,
he isn't widely known here in C nmmura. Mst of the
full-fl edged knights are.'

"l see. It was your conmand, Sparhawk. The deci sion

was yours. How did things go in Arciun?

"Adus led the nercenaries,' Kalten replied. 'W didn't
see a sign of Martel. Qtherw se, things went nore or |ess
as planned. Adus got away, though.'

Sparhawk drew in a deep breath. 'W lost Parasim ' he
said sadly. "i'msorry, Vanion. | tried to keep hi mout of
the fight.'

Vanion's eyes clouded with sudden grief.

"I know,' Sparhawk said, touching the older man's

shoul der. "I loved him too.' He saw the quick | ook that
passed between Vani on and Sephrenia. She nodded

slightly as if to advise the preceptor that Sparhawk knew
that Parasi m had been one of the twelve. Then Sparhawk
strai ghtened and i ntroduced Count Radun and Vani on

to each other.

"I owe you ny life, Lord Vanion,' Radun said as they
shook hands. 'Please tell ne how | can repay you.'

"Your presence here in Gnmura is anple repaynent,

nmy Lord.'

'Have the other kings joined my nephew as yet?' the

count asked.

"ol er has,' Vanion replied. 'King Wargun is still at

sea, though.'

A thin man dressed in a severe bl ack cassock sat near

the wi ndow. He appeared to be in his late fifties and had
silvery hair. H's face was ascetic and his eyes were very

and
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keen. Sparhawk crossed the room and knelt respectfully
before him 'Your G ace." he greeted the Patriarch of
Denos.

"You're | ooking well, Sir Sparhawk,' the churchman

told him "it's good to see you again.' Then he | ooked
over Sparhawk's shoul der. 'Have you been going to
chapel, Kurik?' he asked the squire.

"Uh - whenever there's opportunity, your G ace,’

Kuri k answered, flushing slightly.

"Excellent, ny son,' Dolmant said. 'i'msure that God is
al ways glad to see you. How are Asl ade and the boys?
"Well, your Grace. Thank you for asking.

Sephreni a had been | ooking critically at the patriarch
"You haven't been eating properly, Dolmant,' she told him
"Sonetines | forget,' he said. Then he smiled slyly at
her. ' My overwhel ming concern with the conversion of

the heathen fills all my waking thoughts. Tell ne,
Sephrenia, are you ready at last to put aside your pagan
ways and enbrace the true faith?

'Not yet, Dolmant,' she replied, also smling. "it was
nice of you to ask, though.'
He | aughed. "I thought I'd get the question out of the

way early so we can converse wi thout having it hanging
over our heads.' He | ooked curiously at Flute, who was
wal ki ng about the room exam ning the furnishings. 'And
who is this beautiful child? he asked.

"She's a foundling, your Gace,' Sparhawk replied

"W cane across her near the Arcian border. She doesn't
talk, so we call her Flute.'

Dol mant | ooked at the little girl's grass-stained feet.
"And was there no time to bath her?' he asked.

' That woul d not be appropriate, your G ace,

Sephreni a replied.

The patriarch | ooked puzzled at that. Then he | ooked
again at Flute. 'Cone over here, child,' he said.

Fl ut e approached himwarily.

"And will you not speak - even to ne?

She rai sed her pipes and blew a questioning little note.
"l see,' Dolmant said. 'Well, then, Flute, will you accept
my bl essi ng?

She | ooked at himgravely, then shook her head.

"She is a Styric child, Dolmant,' Sephrenia expl ai ned.
"An El ene bl essing would have no neaning for her.'
Flute then reached out and took the patriarch's thin
hand and placed it over her heart. Dolmant's eyes grew
suddenly very wi de and his expression troubl ed.

"She will give you her blessing, however,' Sephrenia
told him "And will you accept it?

Dol mant's eyes were still wide. "I think perhaps that I
should not,' he said, 'but God help me, | will - and
gladly.'

flute smled at himand then kissed both of his pal ns.
Then she pirouetted away, her black hair flying and her
Pi pes sounding joyously. The patriarch's face was filled
wi th wonder.

"l expect that 1'll be summoned to the pal ace as soon as
king Wargun arrives,' Vanion said. 'Annias wouldn't

want to m sss the chance to confront ne personally.' He
| ooked at Count Radun. 'Did anyone see you arrive, ny
Lord?' he asked.
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Radun shook his head. "I had my visor down, ny Lord
Vani on, and at Sparhawk's suggestion, | had covered the
crest on ny shield. I'mpositive that no one knows that

I"min G mura.'
' Good.' Vanion grinned suddenly. 'W woul dn't want
to spoil the surprise for Annias, would we?'

The expected sumons fromthe pal ace arrived two days

| ater. Vanion, Sparhawk, and Kalten put on the sinple
robes Pandi ons custonmarily wore inside the chapterhouse,

t hough beneath themthey wore mail coats and

their swords. Dol mant and Radun wore the cow ed bl ack
robes of nonks. Sephrenia wore her usual white. She

had spoken at some length with Flute, and it appeared

that the little girl had agreed to remain behind. Kurik
belted on a sword. 'Just in case there's trouble,' he
grunted to Sparhawk before the party left the chapterhouse.

The day was cold and raw. The sky was | eaden, and a

chill wind whistled through the streets of Cimmura as
Vanion |led themtowards the pal ace. There were few

peopl e abroad in the streets. Sparhawk could not be sure
if the citizens were staying inside because of the weat her
or because sonme runours had | eaked out about the
possibility of trouble.

Not too far fromthe pal ace gate, Sparhawk saw a

famliar figure. A lane beggar boy wapped in a ragged
cloak crutched his way out fromthe corner where he had
been sheltering hinself. 'Charity, ny Lords, Charity,' he
begged in a broken-hearted voi ce.

Sparhawk reined Faran in and reached inside his robe
for a few coins.

"I need to talk with you, Sparhawk,' the boy said
quietly after the others had ridden out of earshot.
"Later,' Sparhawk replied, bending in his saddle to
pl ace the coins in the boy's begging bow .

"Not too nuch later, | hope,' Talen said, shivering.
freezing out here.'

There was a brief delay at the pal ace gate where the
guards tried to deny entrance to Vanion's escort. Kalten
resol ved the problemby pulling open his robe and
putting his hand neaningfully on his sword hilt. The

di scussi on ended abruptly at that point, and the party
rode on into the palace courtyard and di snount ed.

"I love doing that,' Kalten said blithely.

"it doesn't take very nmuch to nake you happy, does it?
Spar hawk sai d.

'iI"'ma sinple man, ny friend - with sinple pleasures.
They proceeded directly to the bl ue-draped counci
chanmber where the kings of Arcium Deira, and Thal esia
sat on throne-like chairs, flanking the slack-Iipped Lycheas.
Behi nd each king stood a man in fornmal arnour. The crests

of the three other mlitant orders were enbl azoned on their
surcoats. Abriel, Preceptor of the Cyrinicc Knights in

Arcium stood sternly behind King Dregos, Darellon,

Preceptor of the Al cione Knights of Deira had taken up a
simlar position behind the aged King Obler, and the bi g-boned
Kom er, |eader of the Genidian Knights, stood

behi nd Ki ng Wargun of Thalesia. Although it was early in

the day, Wargun was already bl eary-eyed. he held a | arge
silver cup in a hand that was visibly shaking.

i'm
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The Royal Council of Advisors sat to one side of the

room The face of the Earl of Lenda was troubled, while
that of the Baron Harparin was snug.

The Primate Annias wore a purple satin cassock, and

the expression on his emaciated face was coldly triunphant
as Vanion entered. Wien he saw the rest of them
acconpanyi ng the Pandi on Preceptor, however, his eyes
flashed angrily. 'Who authorized this entourage of

yours, Lord Vanion?' he demanded. 'The sumons did not nention an escort.'
"I require no authorization, your Grace," Vanion

answered coldly. "My rank is all the authority | need.
"That's true,' the Earl of Lenda said. 'Law and custom
support the preceptor's position.

Anni as gave the old man a look filled with hate. 'What

a confort it is to have the advice of one so versed in the
law,' he said in a sarcastic voice. Then his eyes fell on
Sephrenia. 'Renmobve that Styric witch fromny presence,

he denanded

"No," Vanion said. 'She stays.'

Their eyes |ocked for a |long nmonent, and Anni aS

finally | ooked away. 'Very well, then, Vanion,' he said.
' Because of the seriousness of the matter | am about to
present to their majesties, | will control ny natura

revul sion at the presence of a heathen sorceress.

"You're too kind,' Sephrenia murnmnured.

"just get on with it, Annias,' King Dregos said irritably.

"W're gathered here to examine certain irregularities

i nvol ving the throne of Elenia. Wat is this burning

matter that is inportant enough to delay our inquiry? Annias straightened.
'The matter concerns you

directly, your Mjesty. Last week a body of arned nen
attacked a castle in the eastern part of your kingdom'
Ki ng Dregos' eyes blazed. 'Wiy was | not informed?

he demanded

'Forgive nme, your Mjesty,' Annias apol ogized. "I

mysel f | earned of the incident only recently and | felt it
Wi ser to present the matter to this council rather than to
advi se you in advance. Although this outrage occurred

wi thin the boundaries of your kingdom the inplications

of it spread beyond your borders to all four western

ki ngdons. '

"CGet on with it, Annias,' King Wargun growl ed. ' Save

the flowery | anguage for your sernons.

"As your Majesty wi shes,' Annias said, bowi ng. 'There

are witnesses to this crinmnal act, and | think perhaps it
were best that your Majesties hear their accounts directly
rather than at second hand fromnme.' He turned and
gestured to one of the red-liveried church soldiers who
l'ined both walls of the council chanber. The sol dier
stepped to a side door and admitted a nervous-| ooking

man whose face went visibly pale when he saw Vani on

"Don't be afraid, Tessera,' Annias told him 'So |ong as
you tell the truth, no harmw Il cone to you.'

"yes, your Grace,' the nervous man nunbl ed.

This is Tessera,' Annias introduced him 'a merchant

of this city who has recently returned from Arcium Tel

us what you saw there, Tessera.

"Well, your Gace, it was as | told you before. | was in
Sarini um on business. | was returning fromthere when

was overtaken by a storm and | took shelter in the castle

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Davi...0-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (92 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

of Count Radun, who was kind enough to take me in.'
Tessera's voice had the sing-song quality sonme people
assume when they are reciting sonething previously
committed to nmenory. ' Anyway,' he went on, 'after the

weat her cleared, | was preparing to leave and | was in the
count's stables seeing to ny horse. | heard the sounds of
many nmen in the courtyard, so | peered out the stable

door to see what was happening. It was a sizeabl e body

of Pandi on Knights.'

"Are you certain that they were Pandi ons?' Anni as

pronpted him

"yes, your Grace. They were wearing black arnmour and
carrying Pandi on banners. The count is well known to be
Most respectful of the Church and her knights, so he had
admitted them wi thout challenge. As soon as they were
inside the walls, however, they all drew their swords and
began to kill everyone in sight.

"My uncle!' king Dregos excl ai ned.

The count tried to fight them of course, but they

qui ckly disarmed himand tied himto a stake in the centre
of the courtyard. They killed all the nen inside the castle,

and then -'

"Al'l the nmen?' Annias interrupted him his face suddenly
stern.

"They killed all the nmen inside the castle, and then -
Tessera faltered. 'Oh, | alnobst forgot that part. They

killed all the nen inside the castle - except for the
churchnen - and then they brought out the count's wife
and daughters. They were all stripped naked and then
viol ated before the count's eyes.

A sob escaped the King of Arcium 'M/ aunt and ny
cousins,' he cried.

' St eady, Dregos,' King Wargun said, putting his hand

on the other king's shoul der

'Then,' Tessera continued, 'after the count's wonenfol k
had all been repeatedly raped, they were dragged

one by one to a spot directly before where the count was
tied and their throats were cut. The count wept and tried
to tear his hands free, but his bonds were too tight. He
pl eaded with the Pandions to stop, but they only | aughed
and continued their butchery. Finally, when his wife and
daughters were all dead and lying in their own blood, he
asked them why they were doing this. One of them the

| eader, | think, replied that it was on the orders of Lord
Vani on, the Preceptor of the Pandions.'

King Dregos leapt to his feet. He was weeping openly

and clawing at his sword hilt. Annias stepped in front of
him "l share your outrage, your Mjesty, but a quick
death for this nmonstrous Vani on woul d be far too
merciful. Let us hear this good, honest man out. Go on
wi th your account, Tessera.'

"There isn't much nore to tell, your Grace,' Tessera
replied. 'Once the Pandions had killed all the wonen,
they tortured the count to the point of death and then
they beheaded him After that, they drove the churchnen
out of the castle and | ooted the place.'’

Thank you, Tessera,' Annias said. He notioned to

anot her of his soldiers, and the guard went to the sane
side door to adnmit a man dressed in a peasant snock. The
peasant had a slightly furtive | ook and he was trenbling
noti ceabl y.
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'Say your nane, fellow, ' Annias ordered.

"I am Verl, your Grace, an honest serf fromthe estate of
Count Radun.'

"And why are you in Cmura? A serf may not |eave

the estate of his lord without permssion.'

"I fled, your Grace, after the nurder of the count and all
his famly.'

"Can you tell us what happened? Did you witness this
atrocity?

"Not directly, your Grace. | was working in a field near
the count's castle when | saw a | arge group of nen dressed
in black arnmour and carrying the banners of the Pandion
knights ride out of the castle. One of themhad the count's
head on the point of his spear. | hid nyself and |I could hear
them tal king and | aughi ng as they rode by."'

"what were they saying?

The one who was carrying the count's head said, "W

must carry this trophy to Denbs to prove to Lord Vani on
that we have carried out his orders. " After they had gone

past, | ran to the castle and found everyone inside dead. |
was afraid that the Pandi ons m ght cone back, so | ran
awnay. '

"Way did you cone to Ci mmura?

To report the crine to you, your Gace, and to place

mysel f under your protection. | was afraid that If | stayed in
Arcium the Pandions would hunt ne down and kill ne.'

"My uncle has never given any offence to your order.' why did you do this?
Dr egos demanded of Vani on.

The other kings were also glaring at the Pandi on
Preceptor accusingly.

Dregos wheel ed round to glare at Prince Lycheas. "I

insist that this nurderer be placed in chains!

Lycheas tried without nuch success to | ook |ike a king.

"Your demand i s reasonable, your Majesty,' he said in his

nasal voice. He cast a quick |ook at Annias, seeking

reassurance. 'W therefore comand that this mscreant

Vani on be pl aced -'

"Um excuse ne, your Majesties,' the Earl of Lenda

i nterposed, 'but by law, Lord Vanion is entitled to

present his defence.'

"What defence can there possibly be?" Dregos asked in

a sick voice

Sparhawk and the others had remai ned at the back of

the council chanber. Sephrenia made a snall|l gesture,

and Sparhawk | eaned towards her. 'Someone here i S

usi ng magi c,' she whispered. 'That's why the kings are

so willing to accept the infantile charges agai nst Vanion

The spell induces belief.

"Can you counter it?" he whispered back

"Only if | know who's doing it.

"it's Annias. He tried a spell on nme when | first cane

back to G mura.

"A churchman?' she | ooked surprised. "All right. 1'lI

take care of it. ' Her lips began to nove, and she conceal ed
her hands in her sleeves to hide their gesturing.
"Well, Vanion, ' Annias sheered, 'what have you to say

for yoursel f?
' These nen are obviously lying,' Vanion replied scornfully.
Wy woul d they lie?" Annias turned to the kings
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seated at the front of the room 'As soon as | received the

reports of these witnesses, | dispatched a troop of church
soldiers to the count's castle to verify the details of this
crime. | expect their report within the next week. In the

meantinme, it is my reconmendation that the Pandion

Kni ghts all be disarmed and confined within their

chapt erhouses to prevent any further atrocities.

King bl er stroked his long grey beard. 'Under the
circunstances, that woul d be the prudent course,' he

sai d sagely. He turned to Darellon of the Al cione
Knights. "My Lord Darellon,' he said. 'Dispatch a rider to
Deira. Tell himto bring your knights to Elenia. They are
to assist the civil authorities here in disarm ng and
confining the Pandions.'

"it shall be as your Majesty commands,' Darellon replied,
glaring at Vani on.

The aged King of Deira | ooked at King Wargun and

King Dregos. "I would strongly advise that the CyriniCS
and Geni dians al so send forces,' he said. 'Let us seal up
these Pandions until we can separate the innocent from
the guilty. '

"See to it, Komier,' King Wargun sai d.

"Send your knights as well, Abriel,' King Dregos
commanded the Preceptor of the Cyrinics. He glared at
Vanion with hate-filled eyes. "I pray that your underlings
attenpt to resist,' he said fiercely.

"A splendid idea, your Mijesties,' Annias said, bow ng.

I would further suggest that as soon as we receive
confirmation of the murders, your Majesties travel with ne
and these two honest witnesses to Chyrellos. There we can
lay the entire affair before the Hi erocracy of the Church and
the Archprelate himself with our strong recommendation
that the Pandion Order be disbanded. Strictly speaking,
that order is under Church authority, and only the Church
can nake the final decision.'

Truly,' Dregos grated. 'Let us rid ourselves of this
Pandi on infection once and for all.’

A thin smle touched the prinmate's Iips. Then he
flinched, and his face went deathly pal e as Sephrenia

rel eased her counterspell.

It was at that point that Dol mant stepped forward,
pushi ng back the hood of his nonk's robe to reveal his
face. 'May | speak, your Majesties? he asked.

"Y-your Grace,' Annias stamrered in surpriSe, "I

didn't know that you were in G mmura.'

"I didn't think you did, Annias. As you' ve so correctly
poi nted out, the Pandi ons are under Church authority.

As the ranking churchman present, | think it's proper for
me to take charge of this inquiry. You are to be comended
for the way in which you have conducted things

thus far, however.'

"But -'

"That will be all, Annias,' Dolnmant dism ssed him He
turned then to the kings and to Lycheas, who was staring
open-nout hed at him

"Your Mpjesties,' the patriarch began, pacing back and
forth with his hands cl asped behind himas if deep in
thought. 'This is indeed a serious accusation. Let us,
however, consider the character of the accusers. On the
one hand, we have an untitled nerchant, and on the

other, a runaway serf. The accused is the preceptor of an
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order of Church Knights, a man whose honour has

al ways been above question. Wiy would a man of Lord
Vanion's stature commit such a crime? | ndeed, we have
as yet received no substantiation that the crime did in fact
take place. Let us not nove in haste.'

"As | mentioned, your Grace,' Annias injected, "I have
di spatched church soldiers to Arciumto view the scene
of the crime with their own eyes. | have al so ordered
themto seek out the churchmen who were in the castle of
Count Radun and witnessed this horror and to return
with themto G mura. Their reports should | eave no
doubt s what soever."'

" Ah, yes,' Dol mant agreed. 'None whatsoever. | think,
however, that | mght be able to save us a bit of tine. As it
happens, | nyself have with nme a man who witnessed

what happened at the castle of Count Radun, and | don't
think his testinmony can be questioned by any nan here.'
He | ooked at the robed and cow ed Count Radun, who had
remai ned unobtrusively at the rear of the chanber. 'Wuld
you be so good as to step forward, brother?' he said.
Anni as was gnawi ng on a fingernail. H s expression
clearly showed his chagrin at having the proceedings
taken out of his grasp and at the appearance of Dol mant's
unexpect ed witness.

"Wbul d you reveal your identity to us, brother? Dol mant
asked mldly as the count joined himbefore the kings.
There was a tight grin on Radun's face as he pushed

back his hood.

"Uncl e!" king Dregos gasPed in astonishnent.

"Uncl e?" King Wargun exclainmed, comng to his feet

and spilling his w ne.
"This is Count Radun - ny uncle,' Dregos told him his
eyes still wide with amazenent.

"You seemto have nade an astoni shing recovery,

Radun.' Wargun | aughed. 'My congratul ations. Tell ne,
how did you stick your head back on?

Anni as had gone very pale. He stared in stunned

di sbelief at Count Radun. 'How did you -' he blurted.
Then he recovered. He | ooked around wildly for an
instant as if seeking a way to escape. Then he seened to
get hold of hinself. 'Your Mjesties,' he stamrered, "I
have been m sled by fal se witnesses. Please forgive ne.'
He was visibly sweating now Then he spun about. ' SeiZC
those two liars!' He Pointed at Tessera and Verl, who
were both cringing in terror. Several red-liveried guards
qui ckly rushed the pair fromthe room

"Annias thinks very fast on his feet, doesn't he?" Kalten
mur nured to Sparhawk. 'How rmuch woul d you care to

wager that those two will manage sonehow to hang

t hensel ves before the sun goes down - with a certain
anmount of help, of course?

"I"'mnot a betting man, Kalten,' Sparhawk repli ed.

‘"Not on a proposition like that, anyway.'

"Way don't you tell us what really happened at your
castle, Count Radun?' Dol mant suggest ed.

"it was really fairly sinple, your Grace,' Radun replied
"Sir Sparhawk and Sir Kalten arrived at ny gates sone
time ago and warned ne that a group of nen dressed in
the arnour of Pandi on Knights were planning to gain
entry by subterfuge and nmurder nme and ny famly. They
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had a nunber of real Pandions with them When the

i mpostors arrived, Sir Sparhawk |ed his kni ghts agai nst
them and drove them of f.'

"Fortuitous,' King Obler observed. 'Wich of these
stalwarts is Sir Sparhawk?'

Spar hawk stepped forward. "I am your Mjesty.'

"How did you becone aware of this plot?

"it was quite by accident, your Mjesty. | happened to
overhear a conversation concerning it. | imediately

informed Lord Vanion, and he ordered Kalten and ne to
take preventive steps.'

King Dregos rose to his feet and came down fromthe
dais. "I have wonged you, Lord Vanion,' he' said in a
thick voice. 'Your notives were the very best, and
accused you. Can you forgive nme?

"There is nothing to forgive, your Mjesty,' Vanion

replied. 'Under the circunstances, |'d have done exactly
t he sane.

The Arcian King took the preceptor's hand and cl asped

it warmy.

"Tell me, Sir Sparhawk,' King Obler asked, 'could you

by chance identify the plotters?

"I couldn't see their faces, your Majesty.'

"A shane, really,' the old king sighed. "it would

appear that the plot was fairly wi despread. The two who
came before us to testify would al so seemto have been a
part of it, and at some prearranged signal were to have
stepped forward with their obviously well-coached stories.'
' That same thought had occurred to ne, your Majesty,'
Spar hawk agr eed.

"But who was behind it? And agai nst whomwas it

really directed? Count Radun, perhaps? O King Dregos?
O even Lord Vani on?'

"That might be inpossible to determine - unless the
so-cal |l ed wi tnesses can be persuaded to identify their
fellow plotters.'

"Excel lent point, Sir Sparhawk.' King Obler |ooked
sternly at the Primate Annias. "it |ies upon you, your

G ace, to ensure that the merchant Tessera and the serf
Ver|l are available for questioning. W would all be nost
di stressed shoul d anything of a pernanent nature happen
to either of them'

Anni as' face grew stiff. "I shall have them both closely
‘guarded, your Mjesty,' he assured the King of Deira. He
gestured to one of his soldiers and nuttered sone
instructions to the nan, who bl anched slightly, then
hurried fromthe room

"Sir Sparhawk,' Lycheas blustered, 'you were ordered

to Denps and told to remain there until you received
permi ssion to leave. Wiy is it that you -

"Be still, Lycheas,' Annias snapped at him

A slow flush crept up the pinpled young nan's face.

"I would say that you owe Lord Vani on an apol ogy,

Anni as,' Dol mant said pointedly.

Anni as paled and then turned stiffly to the Pandion
chief. 'Please accept ny apol ogies, Lord Vanion,' he said
shortly. "I was misled by liars.

"OfF course, ny dear Primate,' Vanion replied. 'We

all blunder fromtine to tine, don't we?

"I believe that nore or |less concludes this matter then,'
Dol mant said. He cast a sidelong glance at Annias, who
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was obviously making a great effort to control his
enotions. 'Be assured, Annias,' the Patriarch of Denos

said to him "I will cast this entire matter in as charitable a
light as | can when | make nmy report to the Hierocracy in
Chyrellos. I'Il try ny very best not to make you look |ike a

complete idiot.'

Annias bit his lip.

"Tell us, Sir Sparhawk,' King Obler said, 'could you in
any way identify the people who approached the

count's castle?'

' The man who was | eading themis naned Adus, your

Maj esty,' Sparhawk told him 'He's a thick-wtted savage
who does the bidding of a renegade Pandi on naned

Martel. Many of his men were just ordinary nercenaries
The rest were Rendors.'

' Rendors?' King Dregos said, his eyes narrow ng.

' There have been tensions of |ate between nmy ki ngdom
and Rendor, but this plot seens a bit involuted for the
Rendori sh mnd."'

"W coul d spend hours in specul ation, Dregos,' King
Wargun said, holding his enpty wine cup out for a
serving man to refill. '"An hour or so on the rack shoul d
persuade the nmerchant and the serf down in the dungeon
to tell us what they know about their fellow

plotters.'

' The Church does not approve of such nethods, your

Maj esty,' Dol mant said.

Wargun snorted derisively. 'The dungeons beneath

the Basilica of Chyrellos are reputed to enploy the nost
expert interrogators in the world,' he said.

"That practice is being discontinued.'

"Perhaps,' Wargun said, 'but this is a civil matter
We're not constrained by churchly delicacy, and | for one
don't propose to wait while you pray an answer out of
those two.'

Lycheas, who had been smarting fromthe al nost
absent - m nded rebuke Annias had delivered to him
straightened on his throne-like chair. 'W are delighted
that this matter has been resolved so am cably,' he
announced, 'and we rejoice that the reports concerning
the death of Count Radun have proved to be unfounded.

| agree with the Patriarch of Denbs that we can consi der
this inquiry concluded - unless Lord Vanion's excellent
wi t nesses can shed further Iight on just who m ght have
been behind this nonstrous conspiracy.'

"No, your Highness,' Vanion told him 'W are not
prepared at this tinme to do so.'

Lycheas turned to the kings of Thalesia, Deira, and
Arcium trying with scant success to |ook regal. 'CQur
time, your Majesties, is short,' he said. 'W each have
ki ngdons to rule, and there are other matters requiring
our attention. | suggest that we tender Lord Vani on our
appreciation for his aid in clarifying this situation and
give himpernmssion to withdraw so that we may turn to
state matters.'

The ki ngs nodded their agreenent.

"You and your friends may | eave now, Lord Vanion,'
Lycheas said grandly.

' Thank you, your Highness,' Vanion replied with a

stiff bow 'We are all happy to have been of service to
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you.' He turned and started towards the door

"A nonment, Lord Vanion,' Darellon, the slightly built
Preceptor of the Al cione Knights said. Then he stepped
forward. 'Since your Mjesties' conversations will now
turn on state matters, | think that I, Lord Komier, and
Lord Abriel will also withdraw. We are little versed in
statecraft and could contribute nothing of value to your
di scussions. The matter that has come to light this
nmor ni ng, however, requires sonme consultation anong

the mlitant orders. Should conspiracies of this nature
recur, we nust nake preparations to neet them'

"Wl l said,' Konier agreed.

"A splendid idea, Darellon,' King Ooler gave his

assent. 'Let's not be caught asleep again. Keep ne

advi sed of the thrust of your discussions.'

"You may rely upon nme, your Majesty.'

The preceptors of the other three orders nmarched down
fromthe dais and joined Vanion, who led the way fromthe
ornat e audi ence chanber. Once they were out in the
corridor, Konier, the hulking Preceptor of the Genidian
Kni ghts, grinnned openly. 'Very neat, Vanion,' he said.
"I'"'mglad you liked it." Vanion grinned back

"My head nust have been packed in wool this norning,'
Kom er confessed. 'Wuld you believe | al nost

accepted all that tripe?

"it was not entirely your fault, Lord Kom er,' Sephrenia
told him

He gave her a questioning | ook

‘Let nme think ny way through it a bit nore,' she said
frowning. The big Thal esian | ooked at Vanion. "it was Anni as,
wasn't it?" he guessed shrewdly as they ' progressed
down the hall. 'The scheme was his, | take it?

Vani on nodded. ' The Pandi on presence in Elenia is

hi ndering his operations. He saw this as a way to renove
us.'

"Elenian politics get a bit dense sometinmes. We're

much nore direct in Thalesia. just how powerful is the
Primate of G mmura?'

Vani on shrugged. 'He controls the Royal Council. That
makes himnore or less the ruler of the kingdom'

' Does he want the throne for hinself?

"No, | don't think so'. He prefers to manipul ate things
from behind the scenes. He's trying to groom Lycheas for
the throne.'

'Lycheas is a bastard, isn't he?

Vani on nodded agai n.

'How can a bastard be ki ng? Nobody knows who hi S

father is.'

" Anni as probably believes he can get around that
problem Until Sparhawk's father intervened, our good
primate had very nearly convinced King Aldreas that it
was perfectly legitimate for himto marry his own sister.'
That's di sgusting,' Kom er shuddered.

"I've heard that Annias has certain anbitions involving
the Archprelate's throne in Chyrellos,' Abriel, the greyhaired
Preceptor of the Cyrinic Knights, said to Patriarch

Dol mant .

"I'"ve heard sone of the same runours nyself,’

Dol mant replied bl andly.

This humliation is going to be quite a setback for him
isn't it? The Hierocracy's likely to |l ook with sone
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di sfavour on a man who nakes a total ass of hinmself in

public.'

That thought had crossed ny mnd as well.'

"And your report will be quite detailed, | expect?

That is nmy obligation, Lord Abriel,' Dolnmant said
piously. 'As a nenber of the Hierocracy nyself, | could
hardly conceal any of the facts, could I? |1 will have to
present the whole truth to the high councils of the
Church."'

"we woul dn't have it any other way, your G ace.'

"we're going to need to talk, Vanion,' Darellon, the
Preceptor of the Al cione Knights, said seriously. 'This
schene was directed at you and your order this tinme, but

it concerns us all. It could be any one of us the next tine.
I's there sonmepl ace secure where we can discuss this

matter?

"Qur chapterhouse is on the eastern edge of the city,’
vanion replied. "I can guarantee that none of the

primate's spies are inside its walls.

As they rode out through the pal ace gates, Sparhawk
renenbered sonmet hing and slowed to ride with Kurik at
the rear of the col um.

"What's the matter?' kurik asked.

"Let's drop behind a little bit. | want to talk with that
beggar boy.'

"That's hardly good manners, Sparhawk,' Kurik said.

"A neeting of the preceptors of all four orders happens
about once in a lifetine, and they're going to have sone
questions for you.'

"W can catch up with them before they get to the
chapt er house.

"What do you want to talk to a beggar for?' Kurik
sounded nore than a little irritated.

"He's working for me.' Sparhawk gave his friend an
apprai sing look. '"Wiat's bothering you, Kurik? he
asked. 'Your face |ooks like a rain cloud."'

"Never mind,' Kurik replied shortly.

Tal en was still huddled in the angle between two
intersecting walls. He had his ragged cl oak wrapped
about hi mand he was shivering.

Spar hawk di snounted a few feet fromthe boy and

made sone pretence of checking his saddle girth. 'Wat
did you want to tell nme?" he said quietly.

'That man you had me watching,' Tal en began

"Krager, wasn't that his nanme? He |left C nmura about

the sane tine you did, but he cane back a week or so
|ater. There was another man with him- a fellowwth
white hair. It sort of stands out because he's not really
that old. Anyway, they went to the house of that Baron
who's so fond of little boys. They stayed there for severa
hours, and then they rode out of town again. | got close
enough to themat the east gate to hear themtalking with
the gate guards. Wen the guard asked their destination,
they said they were going to Camoria.'

'Good | ad,' Sparhawk congratulated him dropping a

gold crown into the beggi ng bow .

"Child's play,' Talen shrugged. He bit the coin and

then tucked it inside his tunic. 'Thanks, Sparhawk.

"Way didn't you tell the porter at the inn on Rose
Street?
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'The place is being watched. | decided to play it safe.

Then Tal en | ooked over the big knight's shoul der. 'Hell o,
Kurik,' he said. "I haven't seen you for a long tine.'

"You two know each ot her?' Sparhawk was a bit

surprised.

Kuri k flushed, |ooking enbarrassed.

"You woul dn't believe how far back our friendship

goes, Sparhawk,' Talen said with a sly little smile at

Kuri k.

"That's enough, Talen,' Kurik said sharply. Then his
expression softened slightly. 'How s your nother? he asked.
There was a strange, wistful note in his voice.

"She's doing quite well, actually. Wen you add what |

make to what you give her fromtime to time, she's
confortably of f.'

"Am | m ssing sonething here? Sparhawk asked

mldly.

"it's a personal matter, Sparhawk,' Kurik told him

Then he turned to the boy. 'Wat are you doing out here

in the streets, Talen? he denmanded.

"I''m beggi ng, Kurik. You see?" Talen held out his bow .
Thats what this is for. Wuld you like to drop sonething

in for old tinmes' sake?

"I put you in a very good school, boy.'

"Ch, it was very good indeed. The headnaster used

to tell us how good it was three tinmes a day - at nealtines.
He and the other teachers ate roast beef. The students got
porridge. | don't like porridge all that nuch, so | enrolled
in a different school.' He gestured extravagantly at the
street. 'This is ny classroomnow. Do you like it? The

| essons | learn here are nuch nore useful than rhetoric or
phil osophy or all that tiresone theology. If | pay attention,
I can earn enough to buy ny own roast beef - or

anything else, for that matter.'

"l ought to thrash you, Talen,' Kurik threatened.

"Wy, father,' the boy replied, w de-eyed, 'what a

thing to suggest.' He |aughed. 'Besides, you' d have to
catch ne first. That's the first lesson | learned in ny new
school . Whuld you like to see how well | learned it?'" He
took up his crutch and beggi ng bow and ran off down

the street. He was, Sparhawk noted, very fast on his feet.
Kurik started to swear.

' Fat her?' Sparhawk asked.

"I "told you that this is none of your busineSS,

Spar hawk.

"W don't keep any secrets fromeach other, Kurik."

"You're going to push this, aren't you?

"Me? I|'mjust curious, that's all. This is a side of you |'ve
never seen before.

"l was indiscreet some years ago.'

"That's a delicate way to put it.'

"I can do without the clever remarks, Sparhawk.'

' Does Asl ade know about thi S?

"Of course not. It would only make her unhappy if |

told her. | kept quiet about it to spare her feelings. A man
owes that to his wife, doesn't he?

"l understand perfectly, Kurik,' Sparhawk assured

him 'And was Talen's nother so very beautiful ?

Kuri k sighed, and his face grew oddly soft. "She was
eighteen, and like a spring norning. | couldn't help
mysel f, Sparhawk. | |ove Aslade, but...'
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Sparhawk put his armabout his friend' s shoulder. "it
happens sonetines, Kurik,' he said. 'Don't beat yourself
over the head about it.' Then he strai ghtened. 'Wy
don't we see if we can catch up with the others?' he
suggested, as he swung back up into his saddle.

111

PART TWO

" Chyrell os
*Chapt er 10

Lord Abriel, the Preceptor of the Cyrinic Knights of

Arcium stood at the green-draped wi ndow of Vanion's

study in the south tower of the Pandi on Knights

chapt erhouse, |ooking out at the city of C nmura. Abriel

was a solidly built man in his sixties with silver hair. H's
l'ined face was devoid of humour, and his eyes were sunk

deep in their sockets. He had renoved his sword and

hel met upon their arrival, but still wore the rest of his
armour and his pale blue surcoat. Since he was the el dest
of the four preceptors, the others deferred to him 'I'm

sure that we're all aware of nost of what's been happeni ng
here in Elenia,' he began, 'but there are a few things

that need a little clarification, | think. Wuld you mnd if
we asked you some questions, Vanion?
"Not at all,' Vanion replied. "W'll all try our best to

answer any that you m ght have.'
'Good. W've had our differences in the past, ny Lord,

but in this situation we'll want to set those aside.' Abriel,
like all the Cyrinics, spoke in a considered, even fornal,
fashion. "I think we need to know nore about this Marte
person.'

Vani on | eaned back in his chair. 'He was a Pandion,' he
replied with a trace of sadness in his voice. "I was forced

to expel himfromthe order.

"That's a little terse, Vanion,' Kom er said. Unlike the
others, Komier wore a mail shirt rather than form
armour. He was a heavy-boned man with thick

shoul ders and | arge hands. Like nost Thal esians, the
Preceptor of the Genidian Knights was blond, and his
shaggy eyebrows gave his face an al nost brutish | ook. As
he spoke, he continually toyed with the hilt of his
broadsword, which lay on the table before him 'if this
Martel's going to be a problem we all ought to know as
much about himas we can.

"Martel was one of the best,' Sephrenia said quietly.
She sat in her hooded white robe before the fire, holding
her teacup. 'He was extrenely proficient in the secrets.
That, | think, is what led to his disgrace.

'"He was good with a | ance, too,' Kalten admitted
ruefully. 'He used to unhorse ne on a regular basis on
the practice field. Sparhawk was probably the only one
who was a match for him'

"Exactly what was this disgrace you nentioned,
Sephreni a?" Lord Darellon asked. The Preceptor of the

Al cione Knights of Deira was a slender man in his late
forties. H s nassive Deiran armour | ooked al nbost too
heavy for his slight frame.

Sephreni a sighed. 'The secrets of Styricumare

myriad,' she replied. "Sone are fairly sinple - comon
spells and incantations. Martel mastered those very
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qui ckly. Beyond conmonpl ace magi c, however, lies a

deeper and far nore dangerous realm Those of us who
instruct the Knights of the Church in the secrets do not

i ntroduce our pupils to that level of magic. It serves no
practical purpose and it involves things that inperil the
soul s of Elenes.’

Kom er | aughed. 'Many things inperil the souls of

El enes, ny Lady,' he said. "I felt a certain wench in mne
the first time | contacted the Troll-Gods. | gather that this
Martel of yours dabbled in things he should not have?'
Sephreni a sighed again. 'Yes,' she adnitted. 'He cane

to ne asking that | instr'uct himin the forbidden secrets.
He was very intense about it. That's one of Mrtel's
characteristics. | refused him of course, but there are

renegade Styrics, even as there are renegade Pandi ons.
Martel canme froma wealthy famly, so he could afford to
pay for the instruction he wanted.'

"Who found himout? Darellon asked.

"I did," Sparhawk said. "I was riding fromC mura to
Denps. That was shortly before King Al dreas sent ne

into exile. There's a patch of woods three | eagues this
side of Denps. It was just about dusk when | passed

those woods, and | saw a strange |ight back anobng the
trees. | went to investigate and saw Martel. He'd raised
sone kind of glowing creature. Its |ight was very bright -
so bright that | couldn't nmake out its face.'

"l don't think you'd have wanted to see its face,

Spar hawk, ' Sephrenia told him

"perhaps not, ' he agreed. 'Anyway, Martel was speaking
to the creature in Styric, commanding it to do his bidding.
That doesn't seem like anything out of the ordinary,’
Komier said. 'We've all raised spirits or ghosts of one
kind or another fromtine to tine.'

This was not precisely a spirit, Lord Komer,"

Sephrenia told him 'it was a Danork. The El der Gods of
Styricumcreated themto serve as slaves to their will. The
Danor ks have extraordi nary powers, but they are soull ess.
A God can sumon them from that uni nmagi nabl e

pl ace where they dwell and control them For a nortal to
attenpt that, however, is sheer folly. No nortal can
control a Danork. What Martel had done is absolutely

forbi dden by all of the Younger Gods.'

"And the El der Gods?' Darellon asked.

The El der Gods have no rules, ny Lord - only whins

and desires.’

' Sephrenia,' Dol mant pointed out, 'Martel is an El ene
Perhaps he felt no obligations to observe the prohibitions
of the Gods of Styricum'

"So long as one is practising the arts of Styricum one is
subject to the Styric Gods, Dolmant,' she repli ed.

"I wonder if perhaps it might have been a nistake to
armthe Church Knights with Styric nagic as well as
conventional weapons,' Dol mant nused. 'W seemto be
dabbling in an area best |eft untapped.’

' That decision was nade over nine hundred years ago,

your Grace,' Abriel rem nded him coming back to the
table, "and if the Knights of the Church had not been
proficient in magic, the Zenochs woul d have won that
battle on the plains of Lanorkand.'

" Per haps,' Dol mant sai d.

"Go on with your story, Sparhawk,' Kom er suggested.
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"There's not too nmuch nore, ny Lord. | didn't know

what the Danork was until Sephrenia told ne about it
|ater, but I knew that it was sonething we were forbidden
to contact. After a while, the thing vani shed, and

rode into talk with Martel. W were friends, and

wanted to warn himthat what he was doi ng was

prohi bited, but he seened al nost nad sonehow. He

shrieked at me and told nme to m nd ny own business.

That didn't |eave ne any choice. | rode on to our

not her house at Denpbs and reported what |1'd seen to

Vani on and Sephrenia. She told us what the creature was
and how dangerous it was to have it | oose in the world.
Vani on ordered nme to take a nunmber of men and to
apprehend Martel and to bring himto the notherhouse

for questioning. He went conpletely wild when we
approached him and he went to his sword. Martel's very
good to begin with, and his nmadness nmade himall the

nore savage. | lost a couple of very close friends that day.
We finally nanaged to overpower himand we dragged

hi m back to the notherhouse in chains.

"By the ankles, as | recall,' Kalten added. ' Sparhawk

can be very direct when he's irritated.' He smiled at his
friend. 'You didn't endear yourself to himby doing it that
way, Sparhawk,' he said.

"I wasn't trying to. He'd just killed two of ny friends,
and | wanted to give himplenty of reasons to accept ny
chal | enge when Vanion was finished with him'

" Anyway,' Vani on took up the story, 'when they

brought Martel back to Denpbs, | confronted him He

didn't even try to deny what he'd been doing. | ordered
himto stop practising the forbidden secrets, and he
defied me. | had no choice but to expel himfromthe
order at that point. | stripped himof his knighthood and
his arnmour and turned himout of the front gate.

That coul d have been a m stake,' Komer grunted. "I'd
have had himkilled. Did he raise that thing again?
Vani on nodded. 'Yes, but Sephrenia appealed to the
Younger Gods of Styricum and they exorcized it. Then

they stripped Martel of the nost significant of his
powers. He went away weepi ng and swearing revenge

upon us all. He's still dangerous, but at |east he can't
sunmmon up horrors any nore. He left Elenia and he's

been hiring his sword out to the highest bidder in other
parts of the world for the past ten or twelve years.'
"He's just a conmon nercenary then?' Darellon asked.

The sl ender Alcione Preceptor had an intent | ook on his
narrow face.

"not quite comon, ny Lord,' Sparhawk di sagreed.

"he's had Pandion training. He could have been the very
best of us, and he's very clever. He has wi de contacts
with nercenaries all over Eosia. He can raise an arny at a
monent's notice and he's totally ruthless. | don't believe
that Martel believes in anything any nore.'

"what does he look |ike? Darellon asked.

"Alittle bigger than nmediumsize,' Kalten replied. 'He's
about the sanme age as Sparhawk and ne, but he's got

white hair - he has had since he was in his twenties.

"I think we mght all want to keep an eye out for him'
Abriel suggested. 'Wo's the other one - Adus?

"Adus is an aninmal," Kalten told him 'After Martel was
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expell ed fromthe Pandions, he recruited Adus and a
man named Krager to help himin his activities. Adus is a

Pel osian, | think - or maybe a Lamork. He can barely talk,
so his accent is a little hard to identify. He's a total savage,
devoi d of human feelings. He enjoys killing people -

slowy - and he's very good at it.

"And the other one?" Konier asked. 'Krager?

"Krager's fairly intelligent,' Sparhawk replied. 'Basically,
he's a crimnal - false coins, extortion, fraud, that sort of
thing - but he's weak. Martel trusts himto performtasks
that Adus woul dn't be able to understand.'

"What's the |ink between Annias and Martel ?° Count

Radun asked.

"Probably nothing nore than noney, ny Lord.

Spar hawk shrugged. 'Martel is for hire and he has no
strong convictions about anything. There are runours

that he has about a half-ton of gold hi dden somewhere.

"I was right,' Komier said bluntly. 'You should have
killed him Vanion.'

"I made the offer,' Sparhawk said, 'but Vanion said no.

"l had reasons,' Vanion said.

"WAas there anything significant about the fact that

there were Rendors in the party that attacked Count
Radun's house?' Abriel asked then

"Probably not,' Sparhawk replied. "I've just come back
from Rendor. There's a pool of nmercenaries there in the
same way that there is in Pel osia, Lanorkand, and
Canmoria. Martel draws on those peopl e whenever he

needs men. Rendorish nercenaries have no particul ar
religious convictions, Eshandi st or otherw se.'

"bUt 'Do we have enough evi dence agai nst Annias to take
before the Hi erocracy in Chyrell os?" Darellon asked.

"I don't think so,' Patriarch Dol mant said. 'Annias has
bought nmany voices in the higher councils of the Church

Any charges we mght bring agai nst hi mwould have to

be supported by overwhel ming proof. Al we have now

is an overheard conversation between Krager and Baron
Harparin. Annias could wiggle out of that rather easily -
or sinply buy his way out of it.'

Kom er | eaned back in his chair, tapping at his chin

with one finger. "I think the Patriarch has just put his
finger on the key to the whole affair. As |ong as Annias
has his hands on the El enian treasury, he can finance

these schenmes of his and continue to buy support in the

Hi erocracy. If we aren't careful, he'll bribe his way to the
Archprelacy. W've all stood in his path fromtinme to

time, and I'd guess that his first act as Archprel ate woul d
be to disband all four militant orders. |Is there any way we
can cut off his access to those funds?

Vani on shook his head. 'He controls the Royal Counci
except for the Earl of Lenda. They vote himall the
money he needs.'

"what about your Queen?' Darellon asked. 'Did he

control her too - before she fell ill, | nean?

"Not even a little,' Vanion replied. 'Al dreas was a weak
ki ng who did anything Annias told himto do. Ehlana's
an altogether different matter, and she despi ses Anni as.
He shrugged. 'But she's ill, and Annias wil have a free
hand until she recovers.

Abri el began to pace up and down, his lined face deep
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in thought. 'That would seemto be our |ogical course
then, gentlemen. We nmust bend all of our efforts to
finding a cure for Queen Ehlana's illnness.

Darell on | eaned back, his fingers tapping on the

polished table. '"Annias is very cunning,' he observed.

"He will easily guess what our course is likely to be and
he's certain to try to block us. Even if we succeed in
finding a cure, won't that imediately put the Queen's
life in danger?

' Sparhawk is her Chanpion, ny Lord,' Kalten told

him 'He can cope - particularly if I"'mthere to back him
ubP.'

"Are you naking any progress on a cure, Vanion?

Koni er asked.

"The | ocal physicians are all baffled." Vanion replied.
"I've sent out requests for others, though, but nobst of
them haven't arrived as yet.

' Physi ci ans don't always respond to requests,' Abriel
noted. 'This might be particularly true in a situation
where the head of the Royal Council has a certain interest
in not seeing the Queen recover.' He considered the
problem 'The Cyrinics have nany contacts in

Canmoria,' he said. 'Have you consi dered taking your
Queen to the nmedical faculty at the University of Borrata
in that kingdon? They're reputed to be experts in

obscure ailments.'

"I don't think we dare dissolve the encasenent that
surrounds her,' Sephrenia said. 'At the nonment it's al
that sustains her life. She could not survive a trip to
Borrata.' The Preceptor of the Cyrinic Knights nodded thoughtfully.
" Perhaps you're right, nmadane,' he said.

"Not only that,' Vanion added. 'Annias woul d never

| et us take her out of the pal ace.'

Abri el nodded bl eakly. He considered it for a nonent.
"There's an alternative. It's not as good as having the
physi cian actually | ook at the patient, but sonmetinmes it
works - or so |'ve been told. A skilled physician can learn
a great deal froma detail ed description of synptons.

That woul d be ny suggestion, Vanion. Wite down

everyt hing you know about Queen Ehlana's illness and
send sonmeone to Borrata with the docunments.'
"Il take it,' Sparhawk said quietly. "I have certain

personal reasons for wanting the Queen restored to

heal th. Besides, Martel's in Camoria - or at |least he's
reputed to be- and he and | have a few things to discuss.
"That raises another point,' Abriel said. 'There's a great

deal of turmoil in Cammoria right now. Someone's been
stirring up civil unrest there. It's not the safest place in
the world. '

Koni er | eaned back again. 'What would you gentlenen

say to a little show of unity?" he said to the other
preceptors.

"What did you have in mind? Darellon asked.

"I'd say that we all have a stake in this,' Komer replied.
"Qur commmon goal is to keep Annias off the Archprelate's
throne. W all have chanpi ons who stand above their
conrades in skill and bravery. | think it m ght be a good
i dea for us each to select one of those chanpions and
send himto join Sparhawk in Cammoria. The assistance
couldn't hurt, and the sending of nen fromall four
orders woul d convince the world that the Church
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Kni ghts stand as one in this matter.'

"Very good, Komier,' Darellon agreed. 'The mlitant
orders have had their differences in the past few
centuries, and too many people still think that we're
divided.' He turned to Abriel. 'Have you any idea who's
behind the trouble in Camori a?' he asked.

"Many believe that it's tha,' the Cyrinic replied. 'He's
been infiltrating the central kingdons for the past six
nmont hs or so.'

"you know,' Kom er said, "lI've got a strong feeling that
soneday we're going to have to do sonet hing about

O ha - sonething fairly permanent. '

That woul d i nvol ve com ng up agai nst Azash,"

Sephrenia said, "and I|'mnot sure we want to do that.
"Can't the Younger Gods of Styricum do sonething

about hin?' Kom er asked her.

' They choose not to,' she replied. 'The wars of nen are
bad enough, but a war between the Gods woul d be

dreadful beyond inagining.' She | ooked at Dol mant.

'The God of the Elenes is reputed to be all-powerful,' she
said. 'Couldn't the Church appeal to HHmto confront
Azash?

"I't's possible, | suppose,' the Patriarch said. 'The only

problemis that the Church does not admt the existence
of Azash - or any other Styric God. It's a matter of

t heol ogy. '

' How very shortsi ght ed.

Dol mant | aughed. ' My dear Sephrenia,' he said. "I

t hought you knew that was the nature of the ecclesiastica
mnd. W're all like that. W find one truth and

enbrace it. Then we close our eyes to everything else. It
avoi ds confusion.' He |ooked at her curiously. 'Tell ne,
Sephreni a, which heathen God do you worship?

"I"'mnot pernmitted to say,' she answered gravely. "I can
tell you that it's not a God, though. | serve a Goddess.'
"A femal e deity? What an absurd idea.’

"Only to a man, Dolmant. Wonen find it very natural.'
'is there anything el se you think we ought to know

Vani on?' Koni er asked.

"I think we've just about covered everything, Kom er

Vani on | ooked at Sparhawk. 'Anything you want to

add?' he asked.

Spar hawk shook his head. 'No,' he said. "I don't think
SO

"What about the Styric who set the church soldiers on
us?' Kalten asked.

Sparhawk grunted. "I'd alnpbst forgotten that,' he
admitted. "It was at about the tine that | heard Krager
and Harparin talking. Kalten and | were wearing

di sgui ses, but there was a Styric who saw t hrough them
Not long after that, we were attacked by sone of Annias
peopl e."'

"You think there's a connection? Konier asked.

Spar hawk nodded. 'The Styric had been followi ng ne
around for several days, and I'mfairly sure he was the
one who pointed Kalten and me out to the soldiers. That
woul d connect himto Annias.'

"It's pretty thin, Sparhawk. Annias has sone fairly

wel | - known prejudi ces where Styrics are concer ned.

‘"Not so many that he wouldn't seek out their help if he
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t hought he needed it. On two occasions |'ve caught him
using magic.'

"A churchman?' Dol mant's expression was startl ed.

"That's strictly forbidden.

'"So was plotting the nmurder of Count Radun, your

Grace. | don't think Annias pays too much attention to
the rules. He's not nmuch of a mmgician, but the fact that
he knows how it's done indicates that he's had instruction,
and that neans a Styric.'

Darellon interlaced his slender fingers on the table in
front of him 'There are Styrics and then there are
Styrics,' he noted. 'As Abriel pointed out, there's been a
great deal of Styric activity in the central kingdomof late -
much of it com ng out of Zenoch. If Annias sought out a
Styric to instruct himin the secrets, he mght possibly
have contacted the wong one.'

"I think you're overconplicating things, Darellon,’

Dol mant said. 'Not even Annias woul d have dealings

with Gha.'

That's presum ng that he knows he's dealing with

O ha.'

"My Lords,' Sephrenia said very quietly, 'consider

what happened this norning.' Her eyes were very

intent. 'Wuld any of you - or the kings you serve - have
been decei ved by the transparent accusations of the

Pri mate Anni as? They were crude, obvious, even

childish. You El enes are a subtle, sophisticated people. If
your m nds had been alert, you'd have |aughed at

Anni as' clunsy attenpts to discredit the Pandi ons. But
you didn't. Neither did your kings. And Annias, who's

as subtle as a serpent, presented his case as if he believed
it was a stroke of genius.'

"Exactly what are you getting at, Sephrenia?' Vanion
asked.

"I think we should give sone consideration to Lord
Darellon's Iine of thought. The presentation this norning
woul d have overwhelned a Styric. W are a sinple

peopl e, and our nmgicians do not have to work very hard
to persuade us to their way of thinking. You El enes are
nore sceptical, nore logical. You are not so easily
deceived - unless you' ve been tanpered with.'

Dol mant | eaned forward, his eyes betraying his eagerness
for a contest at logic. 'But Annias is also an El ene,
with a mind trained in theol ogi cal disputation. Wy

woul d he have been so clunsy?

"You're assum ng that Annias was speaking in his own
voice this norning, Dolmant. A Styric sorcerer - or sone
creature subject to one - would present his case in terns
that woul d be understood by a sinple Styric and then

rely upon magic to induce belief.’

'Was soneone using that kind of magic in that room

this norning? Darellon asked, his face troubl ed.

"Yes,' she replied sinply.

"I think we're getting a bit far afield,' Kom er said.
"What we need to do right nowis get Sparhawk on his

way to Borrata. The quicker we find a cure for Queen
Ehlana's ill ness, the quicker we can elinmnate the threat
of Annias altogether. Once we cut off his supply of ready
cash, he can consort with anybody - or anything - he
wants to, for all | care.
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"You'd better get ready to ride, Sparhawk,' Vanion

said. "I'll wite down the Queen's synptons for you.'

"I don't think that's necessary, Vanion,' Sephrenia told
him "1 know her condition in nmuch greater detail than
you do.'

"But you can't write, Sephrenia,' he remni nded her

"I won't have to, Vanion,' she said sweetly. "I'll tell the
physicians in Borrata about the synptons personally.'
"You're going with Sparhawk?' Vanion | ooked surprised.

O course. There are things afoot that seemto be
focusing on him He might need ny help when he gets to

Canmori a. '

“I''l'l go along, too,'" Kalten said. "if Sparhawk catches up
with Martel in Canmoria, | want to be there to see what
happens.' He grinned at his friend. "I'lIl let you have
Martel ,' he offered, '"if you'll give me Adus.'

'Sounds fair,' Sparhawk agreed.

"You'll be passing through Chyrellos on your way to
Borrata,' Dolnmant said. "I'Il ride along with you as far as
that.'

"we'll be honoured to have you, your Grace.' Sparhawk

| ooked at Count Radun. 'M ght you want to join US

as well, ny Lord?" he asked.

'"No. Thanks all the same, Sir Sparhawk,' the count

replied. "I'll return to Arciumwi th nmy nephew and Lord
Abriel .’

Kom er was frowning slightly. "I don't want to del ay

you, Sparhawk,' he said, 'but Darellon is right. Annias is
sure to guess what our next step is likely to be. There are
only so many centres of nedical learning in Eosia, if this

Martel fellowis already in Cammoria, and still taking
orders from Anni as, he's alnobst certain to try to keep you
fromreaching Borrata. | think it mght be best if you

waited in Chyrellos until the knights from our other
orders catch up with you. A show of force can sonetines
avoid difficulties.'

"That's a good idea,' Vanion agreed. 'The others can

join himat the Pandi on chapterhouse in Chyrellos and
ride out together fromthere.

Sparhawk rose to his feet. 'That's it, then,' he said. He
gl anced at Sephrenia. 'Are you going to | eave Flute here?
'No. She goes with ne.'

"I't's going to be dangerous,' he warned.

"I can protect her if she needs protection. Besides, the
decision is not nmine to make.'

"Don't you love talking with her?" Kalten said. 'All the
mental stimulation of trying to puzzle out the neaning of
what she's sayi ng.

Spar hawk ignored that.

Later in the courtyard where Sparhawk and the others
were preparing to mount for the ride to Chyrellos, the
novi ce, Berit, approached. 'There's a | ame beggar boy at
the gate, ny Lord,' he said to Sparhawk. 'He says he has
somet hing urgent to tell you.

"Let himthrough the gates,' Sparhawk said.

Berit | ooked a bit shocked.

"I know the boy,' Sparhawk said. 'He works for nme.
"As you wish, ny Lord,' Berit said, bowi ng. He turned
back towards the gate.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (109 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

"Ch, by the way, Berit,' Sparhawk said.

"My Lord?

"Don't walk too close to the boy. He's a thief and he can
steal everything you own before you go ten paces.

"I''l'l keep that in mnd, ny Lord.'

A few nminutes later, Berit cane back escorting Tal en.
"I"ve got a problem Sparhawk,' the boy said.

" Ch?'

"Some of the primate's nmen found out that |'ve been
hel pi ng you. They're looking for me all over Cmura.'

"l told you that you were going to get in trouble,' Kurik
grow ed at him Then' the squire | ooked at Sparhawk.

"What do we do now?' he asked. "I don't want himl ocked
up in the cathedral dungeon.'
Spar hawk scratched his chin. "I guess he'll have to go

with us,' he said, 'at least as far as Denbs.' He grinned
suddenly. 'We can leave himw th Aslade and the boys.
"Are you insane, Sparhawk?

"I thought you'd be delighted at the notion, Kurik.
"That's the nmost ridiculous thing |'ve ever heard in ny
life.'

"Don't you want himto get to know his brothers?

Spar hawk | ooked at the boy. 'How nuch did you stea
fromBerit here? he bluntly asked the young thief.

"Not very much, really.'

"Gve it all back.

"I'"'mvery di sappointed in you, Sparhawk.

"Life is filled with di sappoi ntnents. Now give it back."'
111

*Chapter1l

It was m dafternoon when they rode across the drawbridge
and onto the road | eading to Denos and beyond. The w nd
still blew, but the sky was clearing. The |ong road
stretching towards Denos was teeming with traffic. Carts
and wagons rattled by, and drabbly dressed peasants with
heavy bundl es on their shoul ders pl odded sl owy towards
the market places of G mura. The raw wi nter w nd bent
the yell ow grass at the sides of the road. Sparhawk rode a
few paces in advance of the others, and the travellers on
their way to G mura gave way to him Faran was

pranci ng again as they rode along at a steady trot.

" Your horse seens restive, Sparhawk,' the Patriarch

Dol mant, wapped in a heavy bl ack eccl esiastical cloak
over his cassock, observed.

"He's just showing off," Sparhawk replied back over his
shoul der. 'He has sonme notion that it inpresses ne.

it gives himsonmething to do while he's waiting for the
chance to bite sonebody.' Kalten | aughed.

"is he vicious?

"It's the nature of the war horse, your G ace,

Spar hawk expl ai ned. ' They're bred for aggressiveness

In Faran's case they just went too far.

'Has he ever bitten you?

"Once. Then | explained to himthat 1'd rather he didn't
do it any nore.'

" Expl ai ned?’

"l used a stout stick.'He got the idea al nost i mmediately.”
We're not going to get too far this afternoon,

Sparhawk,' Kurik called fromhis position at the rear of
the party where he rode with their pair of pack horses.
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"we started late. There's an inn | know of about a |eague
ahead. What do you think of the idea of stopping there,
getting a good night's sleep, and starting out early in the
nor ni ng?'

"I't nakes sense, Sparhawk,' Kalten agreed. "I don't
enj oy sl eeping on the ground that rmuch any nore.'

"All right,' Sparhawk said. He glanced at Tal en, who

was riding a tired-Iooking bay horse beside Sephrenia's
white pal frey. The boy kept | ooking back over his

shoul der apprehensively. 'You're being awfully quiet,"
he sai d.

' Young people aren't supposed to talk in the presence

of their elders, Sparhawk,' Talen replied glibly. 'That's
one of the things they taught ne in that school Kurik sent
me to. | try to obey the rules - when it doesn't

i nconveni ence me too nuch.'

The young man is pert,' Dol nant observed.

'"He's also a thief, your Gace,' Kalten warned. 'Don't
get too close to himif you have any val uabl es about you
Dol mant | ooked sternly at the boy. 'Aren't you aware

of the fact that thievery is frowned upon by the Church?
"yes,' Talen sighed, "I know. The Church is very straitlaced
about things like that.'

"wat ch your nmouth, Talen,' Kurik snapped.

"I can't, Kurik. My nose gets in the way.

The lad's depravity is perhaps understandable,’

Dol mant said tolerantly. "I doubt that he's received mnuch
instruction in doctrine or norality.' He sighed. '"in many
ways, the poor children of the streets are as pagan as the
Styrics.' He smiled slyly at Sephrenia, who rode with
Flute bundled up in an old cloak in front of her saddle.
"Actual ly, your Grace,' Talen disagreed, "I attend

Church services regularly and | always pay close attention
to the sermons.’

"That's surprising,' the Patriarch said.

‘"Not really, your Grace,' Talen said. 'Mdst thieves go to
church. The offertory provides all sorts of splendid
opportunities.'

Dol mant | ooked suddenly aghast.

"Look at it this way, your Grace,' Talen explained with
nmock seriousness. 'The Church distributes noney to the
poor, doesn't she?'

"Of course.'

"Wll, I"'mone of the poor, so | take ny share when the

pl ate goes by. It saves the Church all the time and trouble
of looking me up to give ne the noney. | like to be

hel pful when | can.'
Dol mant stared at him then suddenly burst out
| aughi ng.

Sone few miles further along, they encountered a

smal | band of people dressed in the crude, honespun
tunics that identified themas Styrics. They were on foot
and, as soon as they saw Sparhawk and the others, they
ran fearfully out into a nearby field.

"Way are they so frightened?' Tal en asked, puzzl ed.

"News travels very rapidly in Styricum' Sephrenia
replied, 'and there have been incidents lately.'

"I nci dents?'

Briefly, Sparhawk told hi mwhat had happened in the
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Styric village in Arcium Talen's face went very pale.
"That's awful!' he excl ai med.

"The Church has tried for hundreds of years to stanp

out that sort of thing,' Dol mant said sadly.

"I think we stanmped it out fairly conpletely in that part
of Arcium' Sparhawk assured him "I sent some nen out

to deal with the peasants who were responsible.'

"Did you hang then?' Tal en asked fiercely.

' Sephrenia wouldn't let us, so ny nmen gave them a
switching instead."'

"That's al | ?

' They used thorn bushes for sw tches. Thorns grow

very long down in Arcium and | instructed my nen to be

t horough about it.'

"A bit extrene, perhaps,' Dol mant said.

"It seenmed fitting at the tinme, your Gace. The Church
Kni ghts have close ties with the Styrics and we don't |ike
peopl e who mistreat our friends.

The pale winter sun was sliding into a bank of chil
purpl e cl oud behind them when they arrived at a rundown
waysi de inn. They ate a barely adequate neal of

thin soup and greasy nutton and retired early.

It was clear and cold the foll owi ng norning. The road
was frozen iron-hard, and the bracken lining its sides
was white with frost. The sun was very bright, but there
was little warnth to it. They rode at a | oping canter,
wrapped tightly in their cloaks to ward off the biting chill.
The road undul ated across the hills and vall eys of
central El enia, passing through fields |lying fallow under
the wi nter sky. Sparhawk | ooked about as he rode. This
was the region where he and Kalten had grown up, and

he felt that peculiar sense of honecomng all nen fee
when returning after many years to the scenes of their
chil dhood. The sel f-discipline which was so nuch a part
of Pandi on training usually made Sparhawk suppress

any form of enotionalism but, despite his best efforts,
certain things sonetimes touched himdeeply.

About midmorning, Kurik called ahead. 'There's a

rider comng up behind us,' he reported. 'He's pushing
hi s horse hard."'

Sparhawk reined in and wheel ed Faran around.

"Kalten,' he said sharply.

"Right," the big blond man repli ed,

thrusting his cloak aside so that his sword hilt was clear.
Sparhawk al so cleared his sword, and the two of them
rode several hundred yards back along the road to

i ntercept the onconi ng horsenan

Their precautions, however, proved unnecessary. The
rider was the young novice, Berit. He was wapped in a
pl ain cl oak, and his hands and wists were chapped by
the morning chill. H's horse, however, was |athered and
steanming. He reined in and approached themat a wal k. "I
have a message for you fromLord Vanion, Sir

Spar hawk, ' he said.

"What is it?" Sparhawk asked him

' The Royal Council has legitimzed Prince Lycheas.

' They did what ?'

"When the kings of Thalesia, Deira, and Arcium

inSisted that a bastard could not serve as Prince Regent,
the Primate Annias called the council into session, and
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they declared the prince to be legitinmate. The prinmate
produced a docunent that stated that Princess Arissa
had been nmarried to Duke Osten of Vardenais.'

"That's absurd,' Sparhawk funed.

"That's what Lord Vani on thought. The docunent
appeared to be quite genuine, though, and Duke Osten
di ed years ago, so there wasn't any way to refute the
claim The Earl of Lenda exam ned the parchnent very
closely, and finally even he had to vote to legitimze
Lycheas.'

Sparhawk swore. "I knew Duke Osten,' Kalten said. 'He was a confirned
bachel or. There's no way he'd have married. He

despi sed wonen. '

"is there sonme problen?' Patriarch Dol mant asked,
riding back down the road to join themw th Sephrenia,
Kuri k, and Tal en cl ose behind him

'The Royal Council has voted to legitimze Lycheas,"
Kalten told him 'Annias produced a paper that says that
Princess Arissa was marri ed.

' How strange,' Dol mant said.

" And how convenient,' Sephreni a added.

' Coul d the docunent have been falsified? Dol mant

asked.

"Easily, your Grace,' Talen told him "I know a man in
G mura who coul d provide irrefutable proof that
Archprelate C uvonus has nine wives - including a | ady
Troll and an Ogress.'

"Wll, it's done now,' Sparhawk said. "It puts Lycheas
one step closer to the throne, I'mafraid.’

"When did this happen, Berit?' Kurik asked the novice.
'Late last night.'
Kuri k scratched at his beard. 'Princess Arissa's

cloistered at Denps,' he said. '"if Annias canme up with
this scheme just recently, she may not know she's a
wife.'

"wi dow,' Berit corrected

"All right - widow, then. Arissa's always been rather
proud of the fact that she lay down with just about every
man in C mmura - beggi ng your pardon, your G ace -

and that she did it on her own terns without ever having
been to the altar. |f sonmeone approached her right, it
shouldn't be too hard to get her to sign a statenent that
she's never been narried. Wuldn't that sort of nuddy

up the waters a little?

"where did you find this man, Sparhawk?' Kalten

asked admiringly. 'He's a treasure.

Spar hawk was thinking very fast now. Legiti macy - or
illegitimacy-is a civil matter,' he noted, 'since it has to do
with inheritance rights and things such as that, but the
weddi ng cerenony is always a religious one, isn't it, your
G ace?'

'Yes,' Dol mant agreed.

"if you and | were to get the kind of statenent from
Arissa that Kurik just nmentioned, could the Church issue
a decl aration of her spinsterhood?

Dol mant considered it. "It's highly irregular,' he said
dubi ousl y.

"But it is possible?

"l suppose so, yes.'

' Then Anni as could be ordered by the Church

to withdraw his spurious docunent, couldn't he?
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"Of course.'

Sparhawk turned to Kalten. 'Wo inherited Duke

Csten's lands and titles? he asked.

"Hi s nephew - a conplete ass. He's very inpressed

Wth his dukedom and he spends noney faster than he
earns it.'

"How woul d he react if he were suddenly disinherited

and the lands and title were passed to Lycheas instead?
"You'd be able to hear the screans in Thalesia.'

A slow smle crossed Sparhawk's face. "I know an honest
magi strate in Vardenais, and the affair would be in hi S
jurisdiction. If the current duke were to take the matter
into litigation, and if he presented the Church declaration
to support his position, the magistrate would rule in

his favour, wouldn't he?

Kalten grinned broadly. 'he wouldn't have any

choi ce.'

"Wuldn't that sort of de-legitimze Lycheas agai n?

Dol mant was sniling. Then he assuned a pious

expression. 'Let us press on to Denpbs, dear friends,' he

suggested. "I feel a sudden yearning to hear the confession
of a certain sinner.'
"Do you know sonet hing?' Talen said. "I always

t hought that thieves were the npbst devi ous people in the
wor | d, but nobles and churchnmen nmake us | ook Iike
amateurs. '

"How woul d Pl atime handle the situation? Kalten

asked as they set off again.

"He'd stick a knife in Lycheas.' Tal en shrugged. 'Dead
bastards can't inherit thrones, can they?

Kalten |l aughed. "It has a certain direct charm 1'I1
adm t.

"You cannot solve the world's problens by nurder,
Kalten,' Dol mant sai d di sapprovingly.

"Wiy, your Grace, | wasn't tal king about nurder. The
Church Knights are the Soldiers of God. If God tells us to
kill sonebody, it's an act of faith, not nurder. Do you

suppose the Church could see its way clear to instruct
Sparhawk and me to dispatch Lycheas - and Annias -
and O ha too, while we're at it?

" Absol utely not!"’

Kalten sighed. "It was only a thought.'

"Who's Gtha?' Tal en asked curi ously.

"Where did you grow up, boy?' Berit asked him

"In the streets.'

"Even in the streets you nust have heard of the
Enperor of Zenoch.'

"where's Zenmoch?'

"if you'd stayed in that school | put you in, you'd
know, ' Kurik grow ed.

"School s bore ne, Kurik,' the boy responded. 'They
spent nonths trying to teach nme ny letters. Once

| earned how to wite my own nane, | didn't think
needed any of the rest of it.'

That's why you don't know where Zenoch is - or why
O ha may be the one who kills you.'

"why woul d sonebody | don't even know want to kil
me! "’

' Because you're an El ene.'

"Everybody's an El ene - except for the Styrics, of
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course.'

"This boy has a long way to go,' Kalten observed.

"Sonmebody ought to take himin hand.'

"if it please you, ny Lords,' Berit said, choosing his

words carefully, largely, Sparhawk guessed, because of

the presence of the revered Patriarch of Denps, "I know

that you have pressing matters on your mnds. | was

never nore than a passing fair scholar of history, but |

will undertake the instruction of this urchin in the

rudi ments of the subject.

"I love to listen to this young nman talk,' Kalten said.

"The formality al nost nakes me swoon with delight.'

"Urchin?'" Tal en objected |oudly.

Berit's expression did not change. Wth an al nost

casual backhanded swi pe he knocked Tal en out of his

saddl e. 'Your first |esson, young man, is respect for your
teacher,' he said. 'Never question his words.

Tal en canme up sputtering and with a small dagger in

his fist. Berit |eaned back in his saddle and ki cked him
solidly in the chest, knocking the wind out of him

"Don't you just adore the |earning process? Kalten

asked Sparhawk. 'Now, get back on your horse,' Berit said firmy,
"and pay attention. | will test you fromtine to tine, and your
answers had better be correct.'

"Are you going to let himdo this? Talen appealed to

his father.

Kurik grinned at him

"This isn't fair,' Talen conplained, clinbing back into
his saddle. He wiped at his bl eeding nose. 'You see what
you di d?' he accused Berit.

"Press your finger against your upper lip,' Berit suggested,
and don't speak w thout permission.'

"What was that?' Tal en dermanded i ncredul ously.

Berit raised his fist.

"All right. Al right,' Talen said, cringing away fromthe
offered blow. 'Go ahead. I'Il listen.'

"l always enjoy seeing a hunger for know edge in the
young,' Dol mant observed bl andly.

And so Tal en's education began as they rode on to

Denps. At first he was quite sullen about it, but after a
few hours of listening to Berit, he began to be caught up
in the story. 'Can | ask questions? he said finally.

"OF course,' Berit replied

"You said that there weren't any kingdoms in those

days - just a lot of duchies and the like?

Berit nodded.

' Then how did this Abrech of Deira gain control of the
whol e country in the fifteenth century? Didn't the other
nobl es fight hin®

"Abrech had control of the iron nmines in central Deira.
his warriors had steel weapons and armour. The peopl e
facing himwere armed with bronze - or even flint.'

That woul d make a difference, | guess.'

"After he had consolidated his hold on Deira, he turned
south into what's now Elenia. It didn't take himvery | ong
to conquer the entire region. Then he nmoved down into
Arcium and repeated the process there. After that, he
turned towards central Eosia, Cammoria, Lanorkand,

and Pel osia.'’

"did he conquer all of Eosia?
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"no. It was about that time that the Eshandi st heresy
arose in Rendor, and Abrech was persuaded by the
church to give hinmself over to its suppression.'
"I've heard about the Eshandists,' Talen said, 'but I
coul d never get the straight of what they really believe.
"Eshand was anti hi erarchi cal
"what does that mean?'
'The Hierarchy is conposed of higher church officials
primates, patriarchs and the Archprelate. Eshand
believed that individual priests should decide matters of
theol ogy for their congregations and that the Hierocracy
of the Church shoul d be di sbanded."
"l can see why high churchnen disliked himthen.
"At any rate, Abrech gathered a huge armnmy from
western and central Eosia to nove against Rendor. His
eyes were fixed on heaven and so when the earls and
dukes of the lands he had conquered asked for stee
weapons - the better to fight the heretics, they said - he
gave his consent without considering the inplications.
There were a few battles, but then Abrech's enpire
suddenly disintegrated. Now that they had the advanced
technol ogy that the Deirans had kept secret before, the
nobl es of west and central Eosia no longer felt obliged to
pay hormage to Abrech. Elenia and Arcium decl ared their
i ndependence, and Canmoria, Lanorkand, and Pel osia
all coal esced into strong kingdons. Abrech hinself was
killed in a battle with the Eshandi sts in southern
Canmori a. '
"What's all this got to do with Zenpoch?'
"Il get to that in due tine.'
Tal en | ooked over at Kurik. 'You know,' he said, '"this is
a good story. Wiy didn't they tell it in that school you put
me in?
' Probably because you didn't stay |ong enough to give
them t he chance.
"That's possible, | suppose.
"How nuch farther is it to Denos? Kalten asked,
squinting at the late afternoon sun to gauge the tine.
' About twelve | eagues,' Kurik replied.
"We'll never neke that before nightfall. Is there an inn
or a tavern hereabouts?'
"There's a village away up ahead. They have an inn."
"What do you think, Sparhawk?' Kalten asked.
"l suppose we mght as well,' the big nan agreed. 'W
woul dn't do the horses any good by riding themall night
in the cold. '
The sun was going down as they rode up a | ong hil
towards the village. Since it was behind them it projected
their shadows far out to the front. The village was
smal |, with thatch-roofed stone houses clustered
together on either side of the road. The inn at the far end
was hardly nore than a taproomwith a sleeping |oft on
the upper floor. The supper they were provided with,
however, was far better than the poor fare they had been
of fered the previous night.
"Are we going to the notherhouse when we get to
Denps?' Kalten asked SParhawk after they had eaten in
the low, torchlit comon room
Sparhawk considered it. "It's probably being watched,’
he said. 'Escorting the Patriarch back to Chyrellos gives
us an excuse to be passing through Denos, but |'d rather
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not have anyone see his Grace and ne go into the cloister
totalk with Arissa. If Annias gets any clues about what
we' ve got planned, he'll try to counter us. Kurik, have
you got any spare room at your house?

There's an attic - and a hay |oft.’

"Good. W'l be visiting you.

"Asl ade will be delighted.' Kurik's eyes grew troubl ed.
"Can | talk with you for a nmonent, Sparhawk?

Spar hawk pushed back his stool and followed his

squire to the far side of the flagstone-fl oored room
"you weren't really serious about |leaving Talen with

Asl ade, were you?' Kurik asked quietly.

"No,' Sparhawk replied, 'probably not. You were right
when you said that she might be very unhappy if she
finds out about your indiscretion, and Tal en has a busy
mouth. He could let things slip.

"What are we going to do with him then?

"l haven't decided yet. Berit's |ooking after him and
keepi ng hi mout of trouble.

Kurik smiled. "I expect it's the first tine in his life that
Tal en's cone up agai nst sonebody who won't tolerate

his clever nmouth. That | esson may be nore inportant

than all the history he's picking up.'

' The sane thought had occurred to ne.' Sparhawk

gl anced over at the novice, who was tal king respectfully
with Sephrenia. "lI've got a feeling that Berit's going to
make a very good Pandion,' he said. 'He's got character
and intelligence, and he was very good in that fight down
in Arcium'

"He was fighting on foot,' Kurik said. '"W'll know
better when we see how he handl es a | ance."'

"Kurik, you've got the soul of a drill sergeant.
"Sonebody's got to do it, Sparhawk.

It was cold again the foll owi ng norning, and the

horses' breath steanmed in the frosty air as they set out.
After they had gone about a nmile, Berit resuned his
instruction. "All right," he said to Talen, 'tell ne what you
| earned yesterday.' Talen was tightly wapped in a patched old grey cloak
that had once belonged to Kurik and he was shivering,

but he glibly recited back what Berit had told himthe day
before. So far as Sparhawk could tell, the boy repeated
Berit's words verbatim

"You have a very good nenory, Talen,' Berit congratul ated
hi m

"It's atrick,' Talen replied with uncharacteristic

nmodesty. "Sonetinmes | carry nessages for Platine, so

I"ve | earned how to nenorize things.'

"Who's Platine?

'"The best thief in Gmura - at |east he was before he got so fat.
"Do you consort with thieves?

"I'ma thief nyself, berit. It's an ancient and honourabl e

pr of essi on.'

"Hardly honourable.'’

~t hat depends on your point of view Al right, what

happened after King Abrech got killed?

The war with the Eshandists settled down into a

stalemate,' Berit took up the account. 'There were raids

back and forth across the Inner Sea and the Arcian

Straits, but the nobles on both sides had other things on
their minds. Eshand had died, and his successors were
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not nearly as zeal ous as he'd been. The Hierocracy of the
Church in Chyrellos kept trying to prod the nobility into
pressing the war, but the nobles were far nore interested
in politics than in theol ogy.'

"How long did it go on like that?

"For nearly three centuries.'

They took their wars seriously in those days, didn't
they? Wait a minute. Were were the Church Knights

during all of this?

"I"'mjust comng to that. Wen it became obvi ous that

the nobility had lost its enthusiasmfor the war, the

hi erocracy gathered in Chyrellos to consider alternatives.
What finally enmerged was the idea of founding the
mlitant orders to continue the struggle. The kni ghts of
the four orders all received training far beyond that given
ordinary warriors, in addition, they were given instruction
in the secrets of Styricum'

"what are those?

"magic.'

"Ch. Wiy didn't you say so?

| did. Pay attention, Talen.'

"did the Church Knights win the war then?

They conquered all of Rendor, and the Eshandists
capitulated. During their early years the mlitant

orders were anbitious, and they began to carve Rendor

up into four huge duchies. But then a far worse danger
cane out of the east.'

' Zenoch?' Tal en guessed.

"Exactly. The invasion of Lanorkand cane without

any -'

" Sparhawk!' Kalten said sharply. 'Up there.' he

poi nted at a nearby hilltop. A dozen armed nen had
suddenly cone riding over the crest and were crashing
down through the bracken at a gall op

Sparhawk and Kalten drew their swords and spurred

forward to neet the charge. Kurik ranged out to one side
shaki ng a spi ked chain nmace free fromhis saddle. Berit
took the other side w elding his heavy-bl aded battl e-axe.
The two arnoured knights crashed into the centre of

the charge. Sparhawk felled two of the attackers in quick
SUCCeSSi on as Kal ten chopped anot her out of his saddle
with a rapid series of savage sword strokes. One man
tried to flank them but fell twitching as Kurik's mace
crushed in the side of his head. Sparhawk and Kalten

were in the very centre of the attackers now, swi nging
their heavy broadswords in vast overhead strokes. Then
Berit charged in fromthe flank, his axe crunching into the
bodies of the riders on that side. After a few nonments of
concerted violence, the survivors broke and fl ed.

"What was that all about?' Kalten demanded. The

bl ond man was red-faced and panting fromhis exertions.
"I''"l'l chase one of them down and ask him ny Lord,

Berit offered eagerly.

"No,' Sparhawk told him

Berit's face fell.

"A novice nmust not volunteer, Berit,' Kurik told the
young nman sternly, 'at least, not until he's proficient with
hi s weapons.'

"I did all right, Kurik,' Berit protested.

"Only because these people weren't very good,' Kurik
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said. 'Your swings are too wide, Berit. You | eave yourself
open for counterstrokes. Wien we get to ny farmin

Denos, |'Il give you sone nore instruction.'

' Spar hawk!' Sephrenia cried fromthe bottom of the

hill.

Spar hawk spun Faran qui ckly around and saw five

men on foot wearing the rough snocks of Styrics running
out of the bushes beside the road towards Sephreni a,

and Tal en.

, He swore and drove his spurs into Faran's fl anks.

It quickly becane obvious that the Styrics were trying

to' reach Sephrenia and Flute. Sephrenia, however, was

not utterly defenceless. One of the Styrics fell squealing
on the ground, clutching at his belly. Another dropped to
his knees, clawing at his eyes. The other three faltered,
futilely as it turned out, because by then Sparhawk was
THERe. He sent one man's head flying with a single sw pe
of his sword, then drove his blade into the chest of
another. The last Styric tried to flee, but Faran took the bit
between his teeth and ran himdown with three quick

bounds and tranpled himinto the earth with his steel shod
f or ehooves.

, Their!' SePhrenia said sharPly, Pointing at the hilltoP
A robed and hooded figure sat astride a pal e horse,

Even as the snmall Styric wonman began her incantation, the figure

turned and rode back over the hill out of sight.
"Who were they?' Kalten asked as he joined them on
t he road.

"mercenaries,' Sparhawk replied. 'You could tell by
their armOuUr.'

"was that one up on the hill the | eader?' Dol mant

asked. Sephreni a nodded.

"He was a Styric, wasn't he?

' Per haps, but perhaps sonething else. | sensed sonething
fam liar about him Once before sonething tried to

attack the little girl. Whatever it was, it was driven off.
This time it tried nore direct nmeans.' Her face grew
dreadful ly serious. 'Sparhawk,' she said, "I think we
should ride on to Denbs as quickly as we can. It's very
dangerous out here in the open.'

"W coul d question the wounded,' he suggest ed.

' Maybe they could tell us sonething about this nysterious
Styric who seens so interested in you and Fl ute.

'"They won't be able to tell you anything, Sparhawk,"

she disagreed. "if what was up there on that hill was what
I think it was, they won't even have any nenory of it.
"All right," he decided, 'let's ride then.'

It was m dafternoon when they reached Kurik's

substantial farmstead just outside Denps. The farm

showed Kurik's careful attention to detail. The | ogs
form ng the wall of his |arge house had been adzed

square and they fitted tightly together with no need for
chi nking. The roof was constructed of overlapping split
shal es. There were several outbuil dings and storage

sheds all built back into the side of the hill just behind the
house, and the two-storey barn was of substantial size.

The carefully tended kitchen garden was surrounded by

a sturdy rail fence. A single brown and white calf stood at
the fence |l ooking wistfully at the wilted carrot tops and
frost-browned cabbages inside the garden.
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Two tall young nmen about the sanme age as Berit were
splitting firewood in the yard, and two others, slightly
ol der, were repairing the' barn-roof. They all wore rough
canvas snocks

Kuri k swung down from his saddl e and approached

the two in the yard. 'How long has it been since you
shar pened those axes?' he demanded gruffly.

"Father!' one of the young nmen exclai med. He dropped
hi s axe and roughly enbraced Kurik. He was, Sparhawk
noticed, at least a head taller than his sire.

The other | ad shouted to his brothers on the roof of the
barn, and they cane sliding down to | eap fromthe edge
with no apparent concern for life or |inb.

Then Asl ade cane bustling out of the house. She was a
pl unp woman wearing a grey homespun dress and a

white apron. Her hair was touched at the tenples with
silver, but the dinples in her cheeks nade her | ook
girlish. She caught Kurik in a warm enbrace, and for
several nonments Sparhawk's squire was surrounded by
his famly. Sparhawk watched al nbost wistfully.

' Regrets, Sparhawk?' Sephrenia asked himgently.
"Afew, | suppose,' he adnmitted.

"You shoul d have listened to nme when you were

younger, dear one. That could be you, you know '

"ny profession's a little too dangerous for nme to include a
wife and children in ny life, Sephrenia.' He sighed.
"When the tine cones, dear Sparhawk, you won't

even consider that.'

"The tine, | think, has |long since passed.'

"W'll see,' she replied nysteriously.

"W have guests, Aslade,' Kurik told his wife.

Asl ade dabbed at her m sty eyes with one corner of her
apron and crossed to where Sparhawk and the others sat,
still nounted. 'Wlconme to our hone,' she greeted them
sinply. She curtsied to Sparhawk and Kal ten, both of
whom she had known since they were boys. 'My Lords,'
she said formally. Then she |aughed. 'Come down here,
you two,' she said, 'and give me a Kkiss.

Li ke two clunsy boys they slid fromtheir saddl es and
enbraced her. 'You're |ooking well, Aslade,' Sparhawk
said, trying to recover sone degree of dignity in the
presence of Patriarch Dol mant.

"Thank you, ny Lord,' she said with a nocking little
curtsey. Aslade had known themfar too long to pay
much attention to custonmary usages. Then she sniled

broadly. She patted her anple hips. "lI'mgetting stouter,
Sparhawk,' she said. "It cones fromall the tasting when

cook, | think.' She shrugged good-hunouredly. 'But you

can't tell if it's right unless you taste it.' Then she turned
to Sephrenia. 'Dear, dear Sephrenia,' she said, 'it's been

so long.'

'Too |l ong, Aslade,' Sephrenia replied, sliding down
fromthe back of her white palfrey and taking Aslade in
her arms. Then she said sonething in Styric to Flute, and
the little girl cane shyly forward and ki ssed Asl ade's

pal ns.

"What a beautiful child," Aslade said. She |ooked a bit
slyly at Sephrenia. 'You should have told nme, ny dear,'
she said. "I"'ma very good mdw fe, you know, and |'m
just alittle hurt that you didn't invite me to officiate.
Sephrenia | ooked startled at that, then suddenly burst
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out laughing. "It's not like that at all, Aslade,' she said.
"There's a kinship between the child and ne, but not the
one you suggested.'

Asl ade smled at Dol mant. ' Cone down from your

horse, your Grace,' she invited the patriarch. 'Wuld the
Church permt us an enbrace - a chaste one, of course?
Then you' Il get your reward. |'ve just taken five | oaves
fromthe oven, and they're still nice and hot.'

Dol mant's eyes brightened, and he quickly di snmounted.

Asl ade threw her arnms about his neck and

ki ssed himnoisily on the cheek. 'He married Kurik and
me, you know,' she said to Sephrenia.

'Yes, dear. | was there, renenber?
Asl ade bl ushed. "I renenber very little about the
cerenony,' she confessed. "I had ny m nd on other

things that day.' She gave Kurik a wicked little snmle.
Sparhawk carefully concealed a grin when he saw his
squire's face redden noticeably.

Asl ade | ooked inquirinngly at Berit and Tal en

The husky lad is Berit,' Kurik introduced them 'He's a
Pandi on novi ce."'

"you're wel cone here, Berit,' she told him

"And the boy is ny - uh - apprentice,' Kurik funbled.
"I"'mtraining himup to be a squire.'

Asl ade | ooked appraisingly at the young thief. "His
clothes are a disgrace, Kurik,' she said critically.

"Coul dn't you have found hi msonething better to

wear ?'

He's only recently joined us, Aslade,' Kurik explained
alittle too quickly.

She | ooked even nore sharply at Talen. 'Do you know

sonet hing, Kurik? she said. 'He | ooks al nbst exactly the
way you | ooked when you were his age.'

Kuri k coughed nervously. 'Coincidence,' he muttered.

Asl ade sm |l ed at Sephrenia. 'Wuld you believe that I

was after Kurik fromthe time | was six years old? It took
me ten years, but | got himin the end. Cone down from
your horse, Talen. | have a trunk full of clothes ny sons
have outgrown. We'll find sonething for you to wear.'
Talen's face had a strange, al nbst wi stful expression as
he di smounted, and Sparhawk felt a sharp pang of

synpathy as he realized what the usually inmpudent boy
must be feeling. He sighed and turned to Dol mant. ' Do you
want to go to the cloister now, your G ace? he asked
"And | eave Asl ade's freshly baked bread to get col d?

Dol mant protested. 'Be reasonabl e, Sparhawk.'

Spar hawk | aughed as Dol nant turned to Kurik's wife.

"you have fresh butter, | hope?' he asked.
"churned yesterday norning, your Gace,' she
replied, '"and | just opened a pot of that plumjamyou're

so fond of. Shall we step into the kitchen?

"Way don't we?'

al nost absently, Aslade picked up Flute in one arm

and wrapped the ot her about Tal en's shoul ders. And

then, with the children close to her, she led the way into

t he house.

The wal |l ed cloister in which Princess Arissa was confined
stood in a wooded glen on the far side of the city. Men were
seldomadnmitted into this strict conmmunity of wonen, but
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Dol mant's rank and authority in the Church gai ned them

i medi ate entry. A submissive little sister with doelike
eyes and a bad conplexion led themto a small garden near
the south wall where they found the princess, sister of the
late King Aldreas, sitting on a stone bench in the wan

wi nter sunlight with a | arge book in her |ap.

The years had touched Arissa only lightly. Her |ong,

dark bl onde hair was lustrous, and her eyes a pal e bl ue,

so pale as to closely resenble the grey eyes of her niece,
Queen Ehl ana, although the dark circles beneath them

spoke of long, sleepless nights filled with bitterness and a
towering resentnment. Her nouth was thin-lipped rather

than sensual, and there were two hard lines of discontent
at its corners. Although Sparhawk knew that she was
approaching forty, her features were those of a nuch
younger worman. She did not wear the habit of the sisters

of the nunnery, but was wapped instead in a soft red
wool | en robe open at the throat, and her head was

crowned with an intricately folded winple. "I'm
honoured by your visit, gentlenmen,' she said in a husky
voi ce, not bothering to rise. "I have so few visitors.'

" Your Highness,' Sparhawk greeted her formally. "I

trust you've been wel|?

"Wl l, but bored, Sparhawk.' Then she | ooked at

Dol mant. ' You've aged, your G ace,' she observed
spitefuly, closing her book

"But you have not,' he replied. '"WII| you accept ny

bl essi ng, Princess?

"I think not, your Gace. The Church has done quite
enough for me already.' She |ooked meani ngfully

around at the walls enclosing the garden, and her refusa
of the customary bl essing seened to give her sone

pl easure.

He sighed. "I see,' he said. 'Wat is the book you read?
he asked her.

She held it up for himto see.

'The Sermons of the Prinmate Subata,' he noted, 'a nost

i nstructional work.'

She smled nmaliciously. 'This particular edition is even
more so,' she told him "I had it nmade especially for ne,
your Grace. Wthin this innocent-I|ooking cover, which
decei ves the Mdther Superior who is nmy jailer, there
lirks a volune of salacious erotic poetry from Canmori a.
Wul d you care to have ne read you a few verses?

Hi s eyes hardened. 'No, thank you, Princess,' he

replied coldly. 'You have not changed, | see.’
She | aughed nockingly. "I see no reason to change,
Dol mant. | have nerely altered ny circunstances.

"QUr visit here is not social, Princess,' he said. 'A
rumour has surfaced in Gnmura that prior to your being
cloystered here, you were secretly nmarried to Duke Gsten
,of Vardenais. Wuld you care to confirmor deny that

"runour ?'
"Csten?' She laughed. 'That dried-up old stick? Wo in
their right mind would marry a man like that? | |ike ny

men yQunger, nmOre ardent.

"you deny the rumour, then?

"Of course | deny it. I'mlike the Church, Dolmant. | offer
my bounty to all nen - as everyone in G mura knows.'
"woul d you sign a docunent declaring the runour to

be fal se?
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"I''"l'l think about it.' She | ooked at Sparhawk. '\Wat are

you doing back in Elenia, Sir Knight? | thought ny

brot her exiled you.'

"I was summoned back, Arissa.'

'How very interesting.'

Spar hawk t hought of sonmething. 'Did you receive a

di spensation to attend your brother's funeral, Princess?
he asked her.

"Wy, yes, Sparhawk. The Church generously granted

me three whol e days of nourning. My poor, stupid

brother | ooked very regal as he lay on his bier in his state
robes.' She critically exam ned her |ong, pointed fingernails.
Deat h i nproves sone people,' she added.

"You hated him didn't you?

"I held himin contenpt, Sparhawk. There's a difference.

| always used to bathe whenever | left him'

Sparhawk held out his hand, show ng her the bl ood-red

ring on his finger. 'Did you happen to notice if he had

the mate to this on his finger? he asked her

She frowned slightly. "No,'' she said. 'As a matter of

fact he didn't. Perhaps the brat stole it after he died.'
Spar hawk cl enched his teeth.

" Poor, poor Sparhawk,' she said nockingly. 'You

cannot bear to hear the truth about your precious Ehlana,

can you? W used to | augh about your attachnent to her

when she was a child. Did you have hopes, great

Chanpi on? | saw her at ny brother's funeral. She's not a

child any nore, Sparhawk. She has the hips and breasts

of a woman now. But she's sealed up in a dianond, isn't

she, so you can't even touch her? Al that soft, warm

skin, and you can't even put so nuch as a finger on it.

"I don't think we need to pursue this, Arissa.' He narrowed
his eyes. 'Who is your son's father?' he asked

her suddenly, hoping to startle the truth out of her

She | aughed. 'How could | possibly know that?' she

asked. 'After ny brother's wedding, | anused nyself in A

certain establishnent in Cmmra.' She rolled her eyes.

"I't was both enjoyable and profitable. I nmade a very great

deal of noney. Most of the girls there overpriced

thenselves, but | learned as a child that the secret of great

wealth is to sell cheaply to many.' She | ooked maliciously

at Dol mant. 'Besides,' she added, 'it's a renewable

resource.’

Dol mants face grew stiff, and Arissa | aughed coarsely.

"Thats enough, Princess,' Sparhawk told her. 'You

woul d not care then to hazard a guess as to the identity of

your bastard's father?' He said it quite deliberately,
hoping to sting her into sone inadvertent revel ation

Her eyes flashed with nomentary anger, then she

| eaned back on the stone bench with a heavy-Ilidded | ook

of vol uptuous anusenent. She put her hands to the

front of her scarlet robe. "I'"'ma bit out of practice, but I
suppose | could inprovise. Wuld you like to try ne,
Spar hawk?"

I don't think so, Arissa.' Sparhawk's voice was flat.

" Ah, the well-known prudery of your famly. Wat a
shanme, Sparhawk. You interested ne when you were a
young kni ght. Now you've | ost your Queen, and there's
not even that pair of rings to prove the connection
bet ween the two of you. Wouldn't that nean that you're
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no | onger her Chanpion? Perhaps - if she recovers - you

m ght be able to establish a closer bond with her. She
shares ny bl ood, you know, and it mght flow as hotly
through her veins as it does through nine. If you were to
try me, you could conpare and find out.'

He turned away in disgust, and she | aughed agai n.

"Shall | send for parchnment and ink, Princess,"’

Dol mant asked, 'so that we may conpose your denial of

the runour concerning your narriage?

"no, Dolmant,' she replied, "I don't think so. This

request of yours hints at the interest of the Church in this
matter. The Church has done me few favours of late, so

why should | exert nyself on her behalf? If the people in

C mura want to anuse thenselves with runours about

me, let them They licked their |lips over the truth, now | et
themenjoy a lie.'

"That's your final word then?

"I mght change ny mnd. Sparhawk's a Church

Kni ght, your Grace, and you're a patriarch. Wy don't
you order himto see if he can persuade nme? Sonetines |
persuade easily - sonetinmes not. It all depends on the
per suader. '

"I think we've concluded our business here,' Dol mant
sai d. 'Good day, Princess.' He turned on his heel and
started across the winter-brown |awn of the garden

' Come back sonetine when you can | eave your stuffy
friend behind, Sparhawk,' Arissa said. 'W could anuse
oursel ves. '

He turned w thout answering and followed the patriarch
out of the garden. "I think we've wasted our tine,’

he muttered, his face dark and angry.

"Ah, no, ny boy,' Dol mant said serenely. "lIn her haste
to be offensive, the princess overl ooked an inportant

' point in canon |aw. She has just nade a free admission in
the presence of two ecclesiastical wtnesses - you and

me. That has all the validity of a signed statenent. Al it
takes is our oaths as to what she said.'

Spar hawk bl inked. 'Dolmant,' he said, 'you're the

nost devious man |'ve ever known.'

"I'"'mglad you approve, my son.' The patriarch snil ed.

N
*Chapt er 12

They left Kurik's farnstead early the foll owi ng norning.
Asl ade and her four sons stood in the doorway wavi ng as
they rode out. Kurik remai ned behind for a few persona

farewells, promsing to catch up with thema bit later.

"Are we going through the city?" Kalten asked

Spar hawk.

"I don't think so,'" Sparhawk replied. 'W can take the
road that goes around the north side. I'mfairly sure that
we'll be seen, but let's not nake it easy for them'

"woul d you mind a personal observation?

probably not.'

"you really ought to give sonme thought to letting Kurik
retire, you know. He's getting older and he should be
spending nore tinme with his famly instead of trailing
al ong behind you all over the world. Besides, so far as
know, you're the only Church Knight who still has a
squire. The rest of us have |learned to get along w thout
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them Gve hima good pension and | et himstay hone.'
Spar hawk squinted at the sun which was just rising

above the wooded hilltop Iying to the east of Denvs.
"you're probably right,' he agreed, but how would | go
about telling hin? My father placed Kurik in ny service
before | conpleted ny novitiate. It has to do with being
heredi tary Chanpi on of the royal house of Elenia.' He
smled wyly. "It's an archaic position that requires
archai c usages. Kurik's a friend nore than a squire, and
I"mnot going to hurt himby telling himthat he's too old
to serve any nore.'

"It's a problem isn't it?

"Yes,' Sparhawk said, '"'"it is.'

Kuri k canme riding up behind themas they were passing the cloister where
Princess Arissa was confined.

Hi s bearded face was a bit glum but then he straightened
hi s shoul ders and assumed a busi nessli ke expression

Spar hawk | ooked gravely at his friend, trying to

imagine life without him Then he shook his head. It was
totally inpossible.

The road | eadi ng towards Chyrell os passed through an
evergreen forest where the norning sun streamed down
through the boughs to spatter the forest floor with gold.
The air was crisp and bright, although there was no frost.
After they had gone about a nmile farther, Berit resumed
his narrative. 'The Knights of the Church were consolidating
their position in Rendor,' he told Tal en, 'when

word reached Chyrellos that Enperor O ha of Zenoch

had massed a huge arnmy and was marching into

Lanor kand. '

"Wait a minute,' Talen interrupted him 'Wen did all
this happen?

" About five hundred years ago.'

"It wasn't the sane Ot ha Kalten was tal king about the
other day then, was it?

"So far as we know, it was.'

"That's inpossible, Berit.'

'@ ha is perhaps nineteen hundred years old,'

Sephrenia told the boy.

"I thought this was a history,' Talen accused, 'not a
fairy tale.'

"When Ot ha was a boy, he encountered the El der God
Azash,' she explained. 'The El der Gods of Styricum have
great powers and are not controlled by any form of
morality. One of the gifts they can bestow upon their
followers is the gift of a greatly expanded lifetine. That is
why sone men are willing to follow them'

"inmmortality?" he asked her sceptically.

"No," she corrected, 'not that. No God can bestow

that.'

The El ene God can,' Dolmant said, 'in a spiritua

sense, anyway.'

That's an interesting theol ogical point, your Gace.'

She smled. "Soneday we'll have to discuss it. Anyway,'
she continued, 'when (tha agreed to worship Azash, the
CGod granted hi menornous power, and Gtha eventually
becane Emperor of Zenoch. The Styrics and the El enes

in Zenoch have intermarried, and so a Zenoch is not
really a nmenber of either race.’

"An abomi nation in the eyes of God,' Dol mant added.
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The Styric Gods feel much the sane way,' Sephrenia

agreed. She | ooked at Tal en again. 'To understand Ot ha -
and Zenoch one needs to understand Azash. He is the

nmost totally evil force on earth. The rites of the worship of
hi m are obscene. He delights in perversion and in bl ood

and in the agonies of sacrificial victims. In their worship
of him the Zenochs have becone nmuch | ess than

human, and their incursion into Lanorkand was acconpani ed
by unspeakabl e horrors. Had the invading armes

been only Zenochs, however, they night have been net

and turned back by conventional forces. But Azash had
reinforced themwi th creatures fromthe underworld.

' Gobl ins?' Tal en asked di sbelievingly.

"not exactly, but the word will serve, | suppose. It

woul d take npst of the norning for me to describe the
twenty or so varieties of inhuman creatures Azash has at
hi s command, and you wouldn't |ike the descriptions.

This story is getting | ess believable by the mnute,

Talen noted. "I like the battles and all, but when you start
telling me about goblins and fairies, | begin to |ose
interest. I'mnot a child any nore, after all.'

"in time you nmay cone to understand - and to believe,’
she said. '"Go on with the story, Berit.'

"Yes, ma'am' he said. 'Wen the Church realized the
nature of the forces that were invadi ng Lanor kand, they
summoned the Church Knights back from Rendor. They
reinforced the ranks of the four orders with other knights
and with comon soldiers until the forces of the west
were nearly as nunmerous as those of the Zenoch horde

of Otha.'

"Was there a battle then?' Talen asked eagerly.

'The greatest battle in the history of mankind,' Berit
replied. 'The two armies net on the plains of Lanorkand
near Lake Randera. The physical battle was gigantic, but
the supernatural battle on that plain was even nore
stupendous. Waves of darkness and sheets of flane

swept the field. Fire and lightning rained fromthe sky.
Whol e battalions were swall owed up by the earth or
burned to ashes in sudden flame. The crash of thunder
roll ed perpetually fromhorizon to horizon, and the
ground itself was torn by earthquakes and the eruption
of searing liquid rock. The magi c of the Zenmoch priests
was countered each tine by the concerted nmagic of the
Kni ghts of the Church. For three days, the arnies were

| ocked in battle before the Zenbchs were pushed back
Their retreat becane nore rapid, eventually turning into
a rout. ha' s horde finally broke and ran towards the
safety of the border.'

"Terrific!' Talen exclainmed excitedly. 'And then did our
army invade Zenoch?'

' They were too exhausted,' Berit told him 'They had

won the battle, but not without great cost. Fully half of
the Church Knights lay slain upon the battlefield, and the
arm es of the Elene Kings nunbered their dead by the
scores of thousands."

' They coul d have done sonething, couldn't they?

Berit nodded sadly. 'They cared for their wounded and
buried their dead. Then they went hone.'

That's all?' Tal en asked incredulously. 'This isn't

much of a story if that's all they did, Berit.'

They had no choice. They'd stripped the western
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ki ngdons of every abl e-bodied man to fight the war and
had |l eft the crops untended. Wnter was com ng, and

there was no food. They nanaged to eke their way

through that winter, but so many nen had been killed or
mai ned in the battle that when spring canme, there

weren't enough people - in the west or in Zenoch - to

pl ant new crops. The result was fami ne. For a century,
the only concern in all of Eosia was food. The swords and
| ances were put aside, and the war horses were hitched

to pl oughs."

They never talk about that sort of thing in other stories
I've heard.' Talen sniffed.

That's because those are only stories,' Berit told him
this really happened. Anyway,' he went on, 'the war

and the fam ne which foll owed caused great changes

The mlitant orders were forced to | abour in the field
besi de the common people, and they gradually began to

di stance thensel ves fromthe Church. Pardon ne, your
Grace,' he said to Dolmant, 'but at that tine, the

hi erocracy was too far renoved fromthe concerns of the
commons fully to understand their suffering.’

There's no need to apol ogi ze, Berit,' Dol mant replied
sadly. The Church has freely admtted her blunders

during that era.’

Berit nodded. 'The Church Kni ghts becane increasingly
secul ari zed. The original intent of the Hi erocracy

had been that the knights should be arnmed nonks who

would live in their chapterhouses when they weren't
fighting. That concept began to fade. The dreadfu
casualties in their ranks nade it necessary for themto
seek a source for newrecruits. The preceptors of the
orders journeyed to Chyrellos and |laid the problem
before the Hierocracy in the strongest of terns. The main
stunbling block to recruitnent had al ways been the vow

of celibacy. At the insistence of the preceptors, the

Hi erocracy relaxed that rule, and Church Knights were
permtted to take wives and father children.’

"Are you nmarried, Sparhawk?' Tal en suddenly asked.

"No,"' the knight replied.

"Why not ?

"He hasn't found any wonan sily enough to have

him' Kalten | aughed. 'He's not very pretty to begin with
and he's got a foul tenper.'

Tal en | ooked at Berit. 'That's the end of the story,
then?' he asked critically. 'A good story needs to end,
you know - sonething like, "and they all lived happily
ever after." Yours just sort of dribbles off w thout going
anypl ace. "'

"History just keeps going, Talen. There aren't any ends.
The militant orders are now as nuch involved in politica
affairs as they are in the affairs of the Church, and no one
can say what lies in store for themin the future.

Dol mant sighed. "All too true,' he agreed. "I wish it

m ght have been otherw se, but perhaps God had H S
reasons for ordaining things this way."'

"Wit a minute,' Talen objected. 'This all started when
you were going to tell nme about Otha and Zenoch. He

sort of fell out of the story away back. Wiy are we so
worri ed about hi m now?'

"Ghais nobilizing his arm es again,' Sparhawk told
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hi m
"Are we doi ng anything about it?
"W're watching him If he conmes again, we'll neet

himthe sane way we did last tine.' Sparhawk | ooked
around at the yellow grass gleaning in the bright
nmorni ng sunlight. "if we want to get to Chyrellos before
the nmonth's out, we're going to have to nove a little
faster,' he said, touching his spurs to Faran's fl anks.

They rode east for three days, stopping each night in
waysi de inns. Sparhawk conceal ed a certain tol erant
anusenment as Talen, inspired by Berit's recounting of

the age-old story, fiercely beheaded thistles with a stick
as they rode along. It was m dafternoon of the third day
when they crested a long hill to | ook down upon the vast
sprawl of Chyrellos, the seat of the El ene Church. The
city lay within no specific kingdom but sat instead at the
pl ace where El enia, Arcium Cammoria, Lanorkand,

and Pel osia touched. It was by far the largest city in all of
Eosia. Since it was a Church city, it was dotted with
spires and donmes, at certain times of the day, the air
above it shinmrered with the sound of bells, calling the
faithful to prayer. No city so |large, however, could be
given over entirely to churches. Conmerce, alnost as
much as religion, dom nated the society of the holy city,
and t he pal aces of wealthy nerchants vied with those of
the Patriarchs of the Church for spl endour and opul ence.
The centre and focus of the city, however, was the
Basilica of Chyrellos, a vast, doned cathedral of gleam ng
marbl e erected to the glory of God. The power

emanating fromthe Basilica was enornmous, and it

touched the lives of all Elenes fromthe snow wastes of
northern Thal esia to the deserts of Rendor.

Tal en, who until now had never been out of G mura,
‘gaped in astonishnment at the enormous city spread
before them gleaming in the winter sunlight. 'Good

CGod!' he breathed al nbst reverently.

"Yes,' Dol mant agreed. 'He is good, and this is one of
Hi s nost splendid works.'

Fl ute, however, seemed uni npressed. She drew out

her pipes and played a nocking little nmelody on them as
if to dismss all the splendours of Chyrellos as uninportant.
WIl you go directly to the Basilica, your G ace?

Spar hawk asked

"No,' Dolmant replied. "It's been a tiring journey, and
I"l'l need ny wits about me when | present this matter to
the Hi erocracy. Annias has many friends in the highest
councel s of the Church, and they won't like what |I'm
‘going to say to them'

'They can't possibly doubt your words, your G ace.'

" Perhaps not, but they can try to twi st them around.'

Dol mant tugged thoughtfully at one earlobe. "I think my
report mght have nore inpact if | have corroboration
Are you any good at public appearances?

"Only if he can use his sword,' Kalten said.

Dol mant smiled faintly. 'Come to nmy house tonorrow,
Sparhawk. We'll go over your testinony together.

"is that altogether |egal, your Grace? Sparhawk asked.
"I won't ask you to lie under oath, Sparhawk. Al | want
to do is suggest to you how you shoul d phrase your
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answers to certain questions.' He smled again. "I don't
want you to surprise ne when we're before the

Hi erocracy. | hate surprises.

"Al'l right then, your G ace,' Sparhawk agreed.

They rode on down the hill to the great bronze gates of

the holy city. The guards there saluted Dol mant and | et
themall pass without question. Beyond the gate lay a
broad street that could only be called a boul evard. Huge
houses stood on either side, seem ng al nbst to shoul der
at each other in their eagerness to conmand the undivided
attention of passers-by. The street teenmed with

peopl e. Although many of them wore the drab snocks of
wor knmen, the vast majority were garbed in sonbre,

ecl esi astical bl ack.

"is everybody here a churchman?' Tal en asked. The

boys eyes were wi de as the sights of Chyrell os overwhel nmed
him The cynical young thief fromthe back

all eys of Cnmura had finally seen sonething he could
not shrug off.

"Hardly,' Kalten replied, '"but in Chyrellos one conmmands
a bit nore respect if he's thought to be affiliated

with the Church, so everybody wears bl ack.

"frankly, | wouldn't mnd seeing a bit nore colour in
the streets of Chyrellos,' Dolmant said. '"All this unrelieved
bl ack depresses ne.'

"why not start a new trend then, your Grace?' Kalten
suggested. 'The next time you present yourself at the
Basilica, wear a pink cassock - or maybe eneral d green.
You' d | ook very nice in green.'

the done would collapse if | did," Dol mant said

"rryly.

The patriarch's house, unlike the palaces of nobst other
hi gh churchmen, was sinple and unadorned. It was set
back fromthe street and was surrounded by

wel | -trimred shrubs and an iron fence.

"we'll go on to the chapterhouse then, your G ace,’
sparhawk said as they stopped at Dol mant's gate.

The patriarch nodded. '"And I'I| see you tonorrow. '

Spar hawk saluted and then | ed the others on down the
street.

He's a good man, isn't he?' Kalten said.

'One of the best,' Sparhawk replied. 'The church is

| ucky~ to have him'

The chapt erhouse of the Pandi on Knights in Chyrellos

was a bl eak-1oo0king stone building on a little-travelled
side street. Although it was not noated as was the one in
C nmura, it was nonethel ess surrounded by a high wall
and bl ocked off fromthe street by a form dable gate.
Spar hawk went through the ritual which gained them
entry, and they disnmounted in the courtyard. The
governor of the chapterhouse, a stout man named

nashan, cane bustling down the stairs to greet them

"Qur house is honoured, Sir Sparhawk,' he said, clasping
the big knight's hand. 'How did things turn out in

G mur a?

"W managed to pull Annias' teeth,' Sparhawk

replied.

"How did he take it?

"He | ooked a little sick.

'Good.' Nashan turned to Sephrenia. 'Welcome, little
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nmot her,' he greeted her, Kkissing both her pal ns.

"Nashan,' she replied gravely. "I see that you're not

m ssing too nany neal s.'

He | aughed and sl apped at his paunch. 'Every man

needs a vice or two,' he said. 'Conme inside, all of you. |'ve
smuggl ed a skin of Arcian red into the house - for ny
stomach's sake, of course - and we can all have a gobl et
O tWe.

"You see how it works, Sparhawk?' Kalten said. 'Rules

can be bent if you know the right people.

Nashan's study was draped and carpeted in red, and

the ornate table which served as his desk was inlaid with
gold and nother of pearl. 'A gesture,' he said apol ogetically
as he led theminto the roomand | ooked about. "In
Chyrellos, we nmust nmake these little genuflections in the
direction of opulence if we are to be taken seriously.
"It's all right, Nashan,' Sephrenia told him 'You
weren't selected as governor of this chapterhouse

because of your humility.

' One must keep up appearances, Sephrenia,' he said.

He sighed. "I was never that good a knight,' he admitted.
"I"'mat best only nediocre with the |ance, and nost of ny
spells tend to crunble on ne about hal fway through.

He drew in a deep breath and | ooked around. "I'm a good
adm nistrator, though. | know the Church and her

politics, and | can serve the order and Lord Vanion in that
arena probably far better than | could on the field.'

"W all do what we can,' Sparhawk told him "I'mtold
that God appreciates our best efforts.’

"Sometimes | feel that |'ve disappointed Hm' Nashan
said. "Somewhere deep inside me | think | mght have

done better.'

"Don't flagellate yourself, Nashan,' Sephrenia

advi sed. 'The Elene God is reputed to be nost forgiving.
you' ve done what you coul d.'

They took seats around Nashan's ornate table, and the
gover nor sumoned an acol yte who brought goblets

and the skin of the deep Arcian wine. At Sephrenia's
request, he also sent for tea for her and nmilk for Flute and
Tal en.

"we don't necessarily need to nention this to Lord

Vani on, do we?' Nashan said to Sparhawk as he lifted the
Wi neski n.

"wild horses couldn't drag it out of ne, nmy Lord,
Sparhawk told him hol ding out his goblet.

'So,' Kalten said, 'what's happening here in

chirell 0s?'

Troubled tines, Kalten,' Nashan replied. 'Troubled

times. The Archprelate ages, and the entire city is
holding its breath in anticipation of his death.

"who will be the new Archprel ate?' Sparhawk asked.

"At the nonment there's no way to know. Cluvonus is in

no condition to name a successor, and Annias of C mura

i s spending noney |ike water to gain the throne.

"what about Dol mant?' Kalten asked.

"He's too self-effacing’ , I'mafraid,' Nashan replied
"He's so dedicated to the Church that he doesn't have the
sense of self that one needs to have to aspire to the gol den
throne in the Basilica. Not only that, he's made enem es.
"I like enenmies.' Kalten grinned. 'They give you a

reason to keep your sword sharp.'
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Nashan | ooked at Sephrenia. 'is there sonething afoot

in Styricun?' he asked her

"What exactly do you nean?

"The city is suddenly awash with Styrics,' he replied.
"They say that they're here to seek instruction in the

El ene faith.

"That's absurd."'

"1 thought so nyself. The Church has been trying to
convert the Styrics for three thousand years without

much success, and now they cone flocking to Chyrellos,

of their own accord begging to be converted.'

"No sane Styric would do that,' she insisted. 'Qur Gods
are jeal ous, and they punish apostasy severely.' Her eyes
narrowed. 'Have any of these pilgrins identified their

pl ace of origin? she asked.

"Not that |'ve heard. They all | ook Iike common rura
Styrics.'

' Perhaps they've nmade a |l onger journey than they're
willing to reveal.

"You think they might be Zenpchs?' Sparhawk asked

her .

"Qha's already infested eastern Lanorkand with his
agents,' she replied. 'Chyrellos is the centre of the Elene
world. It's a logical place for espionage and di sruption.'’
She considered it. "W're likely to be here for a while,' she
observed. 'we have to wait for the arrival of the knights
fromthe other orders. | think that perhaps we m ght

spend the time investigating these unusual postulants.'

"I can't really get too nuch involved in that,' Sparhawk
di sagreed. "I have things far nore inportant on ny mnd
just now. We'Il deal with Gtha and his Zenobchs when

the tinme cones. Right now | have to concentrate on
restoring Ehlana to her throne and preventing the deaths
of certain friends.' He spoke obliquely, since he had kept
to hinself the details of what she had told him had taken
place in the throne roomin C mura.

"It's all right, Sparhawk,' she assured him "I understand
your concern. |'ll take Kalten with nme, and we'l]l

see what we can turn up.'

They spent the renmainder of the day in quiet conversation
in Nashan's ornate study, and the foll owi ng norning
Sparhawk dressed in a mail coat and a sinpl e hooded

robe and rode across town to Dol mant's house, where

the two of themcarefully went over what had happened

in CGmmura and Arcium "It would be futile to | evel any
direct charges at Annias,' Dolnant said, 'so it's probably
best to omt any references to him- or to Harparin. Let's
just present the affair as a plot to discredit the Pandion
Order and leave it at that. The Hierocracy will drawits
own conclusions.' He smled faintly. 'The | east damagi ng
of those conclusions will be that Annias made a fool of
hinself in public. If nothing else, that mght help to
stiffen the resolve of the neutral patriarchs when the tine
comes to select a new Archprel ate.

That's sonet hing, anyway,' Sparhawk said. 'Are we

going to present the matter of Arissa's so-called marriage
at the sane tine?

I don't think so,' Dolmant replied. "It's really not a
significant enough thing to require the consideration of
the entire Hierocracy. The declarations of Arissa's
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sBpi nsterhood can come fromthe Patriarch of Vardenais.
The al | eged weddi ng took place in his district, and he
woul d be the logical one to draw up the denial that it took
place.' A smle touched his ascetic face. 'Besides,' he
added, 'he's a friend of mne.

"Clever,' Sparhawk said admringly.

"I rather liked it,"' Dolmnt said nodestly.

"When are we going before the Hi erocracy?

"Tonorrow norning. There's no point in waiting. A

that would do is give Annias tinme to alert his friends in
the Basilica.'

"Do you want nme to conme by here and ride to the

Basilica with you?

"No. Let's go in separately. Let's not give themthe
slightest hint of what we're up to.'

"You're very good at political chicanery, your G ace.

Spar hawk gri nnned.

"Cf course | am How do you think | got to be a
patriarch? Come to the Basilica during the third hour
after sunrise. That should give ne tinme to present ny
report first and to answer all the questions and objections
that Annias' supporters are likely to raise.'

"Very well, your Gace,' Sparhawk said, rising to his
feet.
'Be careful tonorrow, Sparhawk. They'll try to trip you

up. And for God's sake, don't |ose your tenper.'

"Il try to remenber that.'

The foll owi ng norni ng Sparhawk dressed carefully.

Hi s bl ack armour gl eaned, and his cape and sil ver
surcoat had been freshly pressed. Faran had been

grooned until his roan coat shone, and his hooves had
been oiled to make them gl ossy.

‘"Don't let them back you into a corner, Sparhawk,'

Kal ten warned as he and Kuri k boosted the big man into
his saddl e. ' Churchmen can be very devi ous.

"Il watch nyself.' Sparhawk gathered his reins and
nudged Faran with his heels. The big roan pranced out

t hrough the chapterhouse gate and into the teening
streets of the holy city. The doned Basilica of Chyrellos
dom nated the entire

city. It was built on a low hill, and it soared towards
heaven, gleaming in the wintry sun. The guards at the
bronze portal adnmitted Sparhawk respectfully, and he

di smountted before the marble stairs that led up to the
great doors. He handed Faran's reins to a nonk, adjusted
the strap on his shield, and then mounted the steps, his
spurs ringing on the marble. At the top of the stairs, an
of fi ci ous young churchman in a black cassock bl ocked his
path. 'Sir Knight,' the young nman protested, 'you may
not enter while under arns.'

"you're wong, your Reverence,' Sparhawk told him
~those rules don't apply to the mlitant orders.

"I'"ve never heard of any such exception.

"you have now. | don't want any trouble w th you,

friend, but |I've been sunmobned by Patriarch Dol mant

and |' m goi ng inside.

"but -'
"there's an extensive |library here, neighbour. Wy
don't you go look up the rules again? I"'msure you'll find

that you've missed a few Now stand aside.' He brushed
past the man in the black cassock and went on into the
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cool incense-snelling cathedral. He nade the custonmary
bow towards the jewel -encrusted altar and noved on
down the broad central aisle in the nulti-coloured Iight

stream ng through tall, stained-glass windows. A sacristan
stood by the altar vigorously polishing a silver
chalice

"Good norning, friend,' Sparhawk said to himin his

qui et voice

The sacristan al nost dropped the chalice. 'You startled

me, Sir Knight,' he said, |aughing nervously. "I didn't
hear you come up behind ne.’

"it's the carpeting,' Sparhawk said. "It nmuffles the

sound of footsteps. | understand that the nenbers of the

hi erocracy are in session.'

The sacri stan nodded.

"Patriarch Dol mant summoned ne to testify in a matter

he's presenting this norning. Could you tell ne where
they're neeting?

"In the Archprel ate's audi ence chanber, | believe. Do you want ne to show
you the way, Sir Knight?

"I know where it is. Thanks, neighbour.' Sparhawk

went across the front of the nave and out through a side
door into an echoing marble corridor. He renoved his
hel m and tucked it under his arm and proceeded on

along the corridor until he reached a | arge room where a
dozen churchnmen sat at tables sorting through stacks of
docunents. One of the bl ack-robed nmen | ooked up, saw
Sparhawk in the doorway, and rose. 'May | help you, Sir

Kni ght ?' he asked. The top of his head was bal d, and

wi spy ~' tufts of grey hair stuck out over his ears |ike wi ngs.
' The nane is Sparhawk, your Reverence. The Patriarch

Dol mant sunmoned ne. '

"Ah, yes,' the bald churchman said. 'The patriarch

advi sed me that he was expecting you. I'll go and tell him
that you've arrived. Wuld you care to sit down while
you're waiting?

"No thanks,' your Reverence. |'ll stand. It's a little
awkward to sit down when you're wearing a sword.'
The churchman smled a bit wistfully. "I wouldn't

know about that,' he said. 'Wat's it |ike?

"It's overrated,' Sparhawk told him 'Wuld you tel

the patriarch that |1'm here?

"At once, Sir Sparhawk.' The churchman turned and

crossed the roomto the far door with his sandals

sl apping on the marble floor. After a few nmonents he

came back. 'The patriarch says that you're to go right on
in. The Archprelate's with them'

"That's a surprise. I've heard that he's been ill.’
"This is one of his better days, | think.' The churchman
| ed the way across the room and opened the door for

Spar hawk.

The audi ence chanber was fl anked on either side by

tier upon tier of high-backed benches. The benches were
filled with elderly churchnmen in sober black, the

Hi erocracy of the El ene Church. At the front of the room
on a raised dais sat a |large golden throne, and seated
upon that throne in a white satin robe and golden mtre
was the Archprelate O uvonus. The old man was dozi ng.

in the centre of the roomstood an ornate |ectern

Dol mant was there with a sheaf of parchnent on the

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (133 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:30 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

slanted shelf before him 'Ah,' he said, 'Sir Sparhawk. So
good of you to cone.'

"My pleasure, your Grace,' Sparhawk replied.

"brothers,' Dolmant said to the other nenbers of the

hi erocracy, "I have the honour to present the Pandi on

Kni ght, Sir Sparhawk.'

"we have heard of Sir Sparhawk,' a |ean-faced patriarch
seated in the front tier on the left said coldly. "Wy is
he here, Dol mant?'

To present evidence in the matter we were just

di scussi ng, Makova,' Dol mant replied distantly.

"l have heard quite enough al ready."'

Speak for yourself, Mkova,' a jovial-looking fat man

said fromthe right tier. 'The nmilitant orders are the arm of
the" church, and their nenbers are always wel cone at

our deliberations.'

The two nmen glared at each ot her.

"Since Sir Sparhawk was instrunental in uncovering

and thwarting this plot,' Dolmant said snoothly, "I

t hought that his testinmony night prove enlightening.'

"just get on with it, Dolmant,' the | ean-faced patriarch

on the left said irritably. "we have matters of nuch
greater inportance to take uP this norning.'

.it shall be as the esteemed Patriarch of Coombe

wi shes.' Dol mant bowed. 'Sir Sparhawk,' he said then,
"do you give your oath as a Knight of the Church that
your testinmony shall be the truth?

"l do, your Grace,' Sparhawk affirnmed.

"Please tell the assenbly how you uncovered this plot.
"COfF course, your Grace.' Sparhawk then recounted
nmost of the conversation between Harparin and Krager,
omtting their nanes, the name of the Prinmate Annias,
and all references to Ehl ana.

'is it your customto eavesdrop on private conversations,
Sir Sparhawk?' Makova asked a bit spitefully.

"When it involves the security of the Church or the
State, yes, your Gace. |'msworn to defend both.'

"Ah, yes. 1'd forgotten that you are al so the Chanpion
of the Queen of Elenia. Does that sonetine's not divide
your loyalties, Sir Sparhawk?

"I't hasn't so far, your Grace. The interests of the
Church and the State are seldomin conflict with each
other in Elenia.'

"Well said, Sir Sparhawk,' the fat churchman on the

ri ght approved.

The Patriarch of Coonbe | eaned over and whi spered
sonething to the sallow man sitting beside him

"What did you do after you | earned of this conspiracy
Sir Sparhawk?' Dol mant asked then.

"W gathered our forces and rode down into Arciumto
intercept the men who were to carry out the attack.'
"And why did you not advise the Primate of C mura

of this so-called conspiracy? Makova asked.

' The schene involved an attack on a house in Arcium
your Grace,' Sparhawk replied. 'The Primte of

C nmura has no authority there, so the matter didn't
concern him'

"Nor the Pandions either, | should say. Wy did you

not just alert the Cyrinic Knights and I et themdeal with
things?' Makova | ooked around srmugly at those seated
near himas if he had just nade a killing point.
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The plot was designed to discredit our order, your
Grace. W felt that gave us sufficient reason to attend to
the matter ourselves. Besides, the Cyrinics have their
Om concerns, and we didn't want to trouble themwth
so mnor an affair.’'

Makova grunted sourly.

What happened then, Sir Sparhawk?' Dol mant asked.

Thi ngs went nore or | ess as expected, your Grace. W
saW- Count Radun, then, when the nercenaries

arrived, we fell on them from behind. Not very many of
t hem escaped. "

"you attacked them from behind w t hout warning?
Patriarch Makova | ooked outraged. 'is this the vaunted
heroi sm of the Pandi on Kni ghts?

"you're nit-picking, Makova,' the jovial-Ilooking man

on the other side of the aisle snorted. 'Your precious
Primate Annias nmade a fool of hinself. quit trying to
snmooth it over by attacking this knight and trying to
ruin his testinmony.' He | ooked shrewdly at

Sparhawk. 'Would you care to hazard a guess as to the
perpetrators of this conspiracy, Sir Sparhawk?' he asked.
"we are not here to listen to specul ation, Enban,’
macova snapped quickly. 'The witness can testify only to
what he knows, not what he guesses.

The Patriarch of Coonbe is right, your Grace,' Sparhawk
said to Patriarch Enban. "I swore to speak only the
truth and guesses usually fly wide of that mark. The
Order has offended many people in the past

century or so. W are sonetinmes an acerbic group of

kni ghts stiff-necked and unforgiving. Many find that
frailty in us unpleasant, and old hatreds die hard.'
"true,' Enban conceded. 'if it cane to the defence of
the church however, | would prefer to place ny trust in
you stiff-necked and unforgiving Pandi ons rather than
sonme others | could nane. O d hatreds, as you say, die
hard, but so do new ones. |'ve heard about what's going
onin Elenia, and it's not too hard to pick out sonebody
who might profit fromthe Pandi ons' disgrace.

'"Do you dare to accuse the Primate Annias?' Makova
cried, junping to his feet with his eyes bul ging.

"Ch, sit down, Makova,' Enban said in disgust. 'You
contam nate us by your very presence. Everybody in this
chanmber knows who owns you.'

"You accuse nme?'

"Who paid for that new pal ace of yours, Makova? Six
mont hs ago you tried to borrow noney fromne, and

now you seemto have all you need. Isn't that curious?
Who' s subsi di zi ng you, Makova?

"What's all the shouting about?" a feeble voice asked.
Spar hawk | ooked sharply at the golden throne at the
front of the chanber. The Archprel ate C uvonus had

come awake and was blinking in confusion as he | ooked
around. The old man's head was wobbling on his stringy
neck, and his eyes were bl eary.

"A spirited discussion, Mst Holy,' Dol mant said
mldly. 'Now you've gone and woken nme up,' the Archprelate

said petulantly, "and | was having such a nice dream' He
reached up, pulled off his mitre, and threwit on the floor.
Then he sank back on his throne, pouting.

"Wuld the Archprelate care to hear of the natter
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under discussion?" Dol mant asked.

"No, | wouldn't,' Cuvonus snapped. 'So there.' Then

he cackled as if his infantile outburst had been sone
enornous joke. The |aughter trailed off and he scow ed

at them "I want to go back to my room' he declared. 'Get
out of here, all of you.' The Hierocracy rose to its feet and
began to file out.

"you too, Dolmant,' the Archprelate insisted in a shril
voice. 'And send Sister Centis to nme. She's the only one
who really cares about ne.'

"As you w sh, Mbst Holy,' Dol mant said, bow ng.

When they were outside, Sparhawk wal ked beside the
Patriarch of Denpbs. 'How | ong has he been like this? he
asked.

Dol mant sighed. 'For a year now at |least,' he replied.
"His mnd has been failing for quite sonme tine, but it's
only in the past year that his senility has reached this

| evel .*

"Who is Sister Centis?

'"Hi s keeper - his nursennid, actually.

"is his condition w dely known?

"There are runours, of course, but we've managed to

keep his true state a secret.' Dol mant sighed again. 'Don't
judge~ himby the way he is now, Sparhawk. Wien he was
younger, he honoured the throne of the Archprel acy.

Spar hawk nodded. "I know,' he agreed. 'How is his
heal th ot herw se?’
"not good. He's very frail. It cannot be much | onger."

"Perhaps that's why Annias is beginning to nove so

qui ckly.' Sparhawk shifted his silver-enbossed shield.
"Time's on his side, you know.'

Dol mant nmade a sour face. 'Yes,' he agreed. 'That's

what makes your m ssion so vital.

Anot her churchman cane up to join them 'Well,

Dol mant,' he said, 'a very interesting norning. just how
deeply was Annias involved in the schene?'

"I didn't say anything about the Primate of C nmura,
Yarris,' Dol mant protested with nock innocence.

"you didn't have to. It all fits together a bit too neatly. |
don't think anybody on the council m ssed your point.
"do you know the Patriarch of Vardenais, Sparhawk?'

Dol mant asked.

"W've net a few tinmes.' Sparhawk bowed slightly to

the ot her churchman, his arnour creaking. 'Your G ace,
he sai d.

"It's good to see you again, Sir Sparhawk,' Yarris
replied. 'How are things in C mmura?

'Tense,' Sparhawk sai d.

Patriarch Yarris | ooked at Dol mant. ' You know t hat
Makova's going to report everything that happened this
nmorning to Annias, don't you?

"I wasn't trying to keep it a secret. Annias made an ass
of hinself. Considering his aspirations, that elenent of
his personality is highly rel evant.

"It is indeed, Dolnmant. You've nade another eneny

this norning.'

' Makova's never been that fond of me anyway.
Incidentally, Yarris, Sparhawk and | would like to
present a certain matter to you for your consideration.'
" Oh?'
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"I't involves another ploy by the Primate of G mmura.'’
"Then let's thwart him by all neans.'

"I was hoping you mght feel that way about it.'

"What's he up to this tinme?

'He presented a spurious narriage certificate to the
Royal Council in G mura.'

"Who got married?

"Princess Arissa and Duke Osten.'

"That's ridicul ous."'

"Princess Arissa said alnost the sane thing.'

"You'll swear to that?

Dol mant nodded. 'So will Sparhawk,' he added.

"l assume that the point of the whole thing was to

| egitimze Lycheas?'

Dol mant nodded again. 'Well, then. Wiy don't we see if we can
di srupt that?

Let's go speak with ny secretary. He can draw up the
necessary document.' The Patriarch of Vardenais
chuckl ed. ' Annias is having a bad nonth, |'d say. This
will nake two plots in a row that have failed - and

Spar hawk' s been involved both tinmes.' He | ooked at the
bi g Pandi on. ' Keep your arnour on, ny boy,' he
suggested. 'Annias m ght decide to have the area

bet ween your shoul der bl ades decorated with a dagger
hilt.'

After Dol mant and Sparhawk had given their depositions
concerning the statenments of Princess Arissa, they

left the Patriarch of Vardenais and continued al ong the
corridor to the nave of the Basilica

"dol mant,' Sparhawk said, 'do you have any idea

about why so many Styrics are here in Chyrell os?

"I've heard about it. The story is that they're seeking
instruction in our faith.

' Sephrenia says that's an absurdity.'

Dol mant nmade a wy face. "She's probably right. |'ve

| aboured for a lifetime and | haven't as yet managed to
convert a single Styric.'

"they're very attached to their Gods,' Sparhawk said.
"I'"'mnot trying to be offensive, Dol mant, but there seens
to be a very close personal relationship between the
Styrics and their Gods. Qur God is perhaps a bit renote.'
"I'"lI'l mention that the next tine | talk to Hm' Dol mant
smiled. "I'msure He val ues your opinion.

Spar hawk | aughed. "It was a bit presunptuous, wasn't it?"
"yes, as a matter of fact it was. How | ong do you think
it's "going to be until you can | eave for Borrata?

' Several days, anyway. | hate to |ose the time, but the
knights fromthe other orders have |long journeys to

make to reach Chyrellos, and |'mnore or less obliged to
wait for them Al this waiting is making ne very

inpatient, but there's no help for it, I"'mafraid.' He
pursed his lips. "I think I'Il spend the tine nosing around
a bit. It'lIl give me sonething to do, and all these Styrics

are naki ng me curious.'

"Be careful in the streets of Chyrellos, Sparhawk,
Dol mant advi sed seriously. 'They can be very
dangerous. '

' The whole world is dangerous lately, Dolmant. |'I|
keep you posted on what | find out.' Then Sparhawk
turned and went down the corridor with his spurs
clinking on the marble floor.
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Ry
*Chapt er 13

It was nearly noon when Sparhawk returned to the

chapt erhouse. He had ridden slowy through the busy
streets of the holy city, Paying scant attention to the
crowds around him The deterioration of the Archprel ate
cluvonus had saddened him Despite the runmours that

had been circulating of late, actually to see the revered
old man's condition had come as a profound persona
shock.

He stopped at the heavy gate and Perfunctorily went
through the ritual that admtted him Kalten was waiting
in the courtyard. 'Wll?' the blond man asked. 'How did

it go!'

Spar hawk di snounted heavily and pulled off his

helmet. | don't know if we changed any m nds,' he
replied. ~the Patriarchs who support Annias still support
him the ones who oppose himare still on our side, and
those who are neutral are still on the fence.'

It was a' waste of time, then?

"not entirely, | guess. After this, it mght be alittle

harder for Annias to win over any nore uncommtted
patriarchs."

"I wish you'd nake up your m nd, Sparhawk.' Kalten

| ooked closely at his friend. '"You're in a sour nood. \Wat
~ happened?

cluvonus was there.'

"That's a surprise. how did he | ook?'

"Awful .

"He is eighty-five, Sparhawk. You couldn't expect him

to | ook very inpressive. People wear out, you know.'

"His mnd has gone, Kalten,' Sparhawk said sadly.

"He's childish now Dol mant doesn't think he's going to

| ast much | onger."

' That bad?'

Spar hawk nodded.

"That makes it fairly inportant for us to get to Borrata
and back in a hurry then, doesn't it?

"Urgent,' Sparhawk agreed.

"Do you think we should ride on ahead and let the

knights fromthe other orders catch up with us later?

"I wish we could. | hate the idea of Ehlana sitting al one
in that throne room but | don't think we dare. Komier
was right about a show of unity and the other orders are
sometines a little touchy. Let's not start off by offending
them '

"Did you and Dol mant tal k to sonebody about Arissa?

Spar hawk nodded. 'The Patriarch of Vardenais is

handling it. '

' The day wasn't an absol ute waste, then.

Sparhawk grunted. "I want to change out of this.' He
rapped on the breastplate of his armour with his
knuckl es.

"You want ne to unsaddl e Faran for you?

"No. I'll be going back out. Were's Sephrenia?

"in her room | think.'

' Have somebody saddl e her horse.

"is she goi ng somewhere?

"Probably."' Sparhawk went on up the stairs and
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entered the chapterhouse.

It was about a quarter of an hour |ater when he tapped
on Sephrenia's door. He had renoved his armour and

now wore a nail coat beneath a nondescript grey cloak
that bore no insignia of his rank or his order. "It's ne,
Sephrenia,' he said through the panels of the door

"Conme in, Sparhawk,' she said.

He opened the door and stepped in quietly.

She was sitting in a large chair with Flute in her |ap
The child was sleeping with a contented little snile on
her face. 'Did things go well at the Basilica? Sephrenia
asked.

"It's alittle hard to say,' he replied. 'Churchnen are
very good at hiding their enptions. Did you and Kalten
find out anything about all the Styrics here in Chyrellos
yest er day?’

She nodded. 'They're concentrated in the quarter near
the east gate. They have a house there sonmewhere that
seens to be a headquarters of sone sort. W weren't able
to locate it exactly, though.'

"Way don't we go see if we can find it?" he suggested. "I

need sonething to do. I'mfeeling a bit restless.

' Restl ess? You, Sparhawk? The nman of stone?
"inpatience, | suppose. | want to get started for
Borrata. '

She nodded. Then she rose, lifting Flute easily, and

laid the child on the bed. Gently she covered the little girl
with a grey woollen blanket. Flute briefly opened her
dark eyes, then snmiled and went back to sleep. Sephrenia
ki ssed the small face, then turned to Sparhawk. "Shall we
go then?' she said.

"You're very fond of her, aren't you?' Sparhawk asked
as the two of them wal ked al ong the corridor |eading
towards the courtyard

"It goes a bit deeper than that. Soneday perhaps you'l
understand. '

'Have you any idea where this Styric house m ght be?
there's a shopkeeper in the nmarket near the east gate.
He sold sone Styrics a nunber of sides of neat. The
porter who delivered them knows where the house is.
"Why didn't you question the porter?

'He wasn't there yesterday.'

' Maybe he'll make it to work today.'

"It's worth a try.'

He stopped and gave her a direct look. 'I'"mnot trying
to pry into the secrets you've chosen not to reveal,
Sephrenia, but could you distinguish between ordinary
rural Styrics and Zenochs?

"It's possible,' she admtted, 'unless they're taking
steps to conceal their true identity.'

They went on down into the courtyard where Kalten
waited with Faran and Sephrenia's white palfrey. The

bl ond kni ght had an angry expression on his face. 'Your
horse bit me, Sparhawk,' he said accusingly.

"You know hi mwell enough not to turn your back on

him D d he draw bl ood?

"No," Kalten adnitted.

'Then he was only being playful. It shows that he |ikes
you.'

' Thanks,' Kalten said flatly. 'Do you want me to cone
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al ong?'

"No. | think we want to be nore or |ess inconspicuous,
and on occasi on you have troubl e managing that.'
"Someti mes your charm overwhel ns nme, Sparhawk.

"We're sworn to speak the truth.' Sparhawk hel ped
Sephrenia into her saddle, then mounted Faran. 'We

shoul d be back before dark,' he told his friend.

"Don't hurry on ny account.'

Sparhawk | ed the small Styric worman out through the

gate and into the side street beyond.

'"He turns everything into a joke, doesn't he?

Sephr eni a observed.

' Most things, yes. He's been laughing at the world

since he was a boy. | think that's why | like himso much.
My view of things tends to be a little nore bleak, and he
hel ps me keep mny perspective.

They rode on through the nowteem ng streets of
Chyrellos. Although many | ocal nerchants affected the
sonbre bl ack of churchnen, visitors usually did not, and
their bright clothing stood out by contrast. Travellers
fromCamoria in particular were highly colourful, since
their customary silk garnents did not fade with the
passage of time and remained brightly red or green or
BLUE.

The market place to which Sephrenia | ed himwas

some di stance fromthe chapterhouse, and it was

perhaps three-quarters of an hour before they reached it.
"How did you find this shopkeeper?' Sparhawk asked.
"There are certain staples in the Styric diet,' she
replied. 'Elenes don't eat those things very often.

"l thought you said that this porter delivered some
sides of neat.'

' Goat, Sparhawk. Elenes don't care much for goat.'

He shudder ed.

"How provincial you are,' she said lightly. "if it doesn't
come froma cow, you won't eat it.

"l suppose it's what you're used to.'

"I'd better go to the shop alone,' she said. "Sonetines
you're a bit intimdating, dear one. W want answers
fromthe porter, and we night not get themif you
frighten him Watch ny horse.' She handed hi m her

reins and then noved of f through the market. Sparhawk
wat ched as she went across the bustling square to speak
with a shabby-1ooking fellow in a bl ood-snmeared canvas
snock. After a short time she returned. He got down and
hel ped her back onto her horse.

"Did he tell you where the house is?" he asked.

She nodded. "It's not far - near the east gate.'

‘Let's go have a | ook.'

As they started out, Sparhawk did something uncharacteristically
i mpul sive. He reached out and took the

smal | worman's hand. "I love you, little nother,' he told
her .
"Yes,' she said calmy, "I know. It's nice of you to say it,

though.' Then she snmiled. It was an inpish little smle
t hat sonmehow reni nded himof Flute. 'Another |esson

for you, Sparhawk,' she said. 'Wen you' re having
dealings with a woman, you cannot say "l |ove you" too
often.’

"I"lIl remenber that. Does the same thing apply to El ene
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worren?'

"I't applies to all wonen, Sparhawk. Gender is a far

nmore inmportant distinction than race.'’

"I shall be guided by you, Sephrenia.

' Have you been reading nedi eval poetry agai n?

" NB?'

They rode through the narket place and on into the
run-down quarter near the east gate of Chyrellos. Wile
not perhaps the same as the sluns of Cimrura, this part
of the holy city was far |ess opulent than the area around
the Basilica. There was | ess col our here, for one thing.
The tunics of the men in the street were uniformy drab,
and the few nerchants there were in the crowd wore
garnments which were faded and t hreadbare. They did,
however, have the self-inportant expressions which al

mer chants, successful or not, automatically assune.

Then, at the far end of the street, Sparhawk saw a short
man in a lunpy, unbleached snmock of homespun wool
"Styric,' he said shortly.

Sephr eni a nodded and drew up the hood of her white

robe so that it covered her face. Sparhawk straightened in
his saddl e and carefully assunmed an arrogant, condescendi ng
expression such as the servant of sone

i mportant personage night wear. They passed the

Styric, who stepped cautiously aside w thout paying

them any particular heed. like all nmenbers of his race,
the Styric had dark, alnost black, hair and a pale skin. He
was shorter than the El enes who passed himin this

narrow street, and the bones in his face were proninent,
as if he had sonmehow not quite been conpl et ed.

' Zenoch?' Sparhawk asked after they had passed the

MAN.

"its inpossible to say,' Sephrenia replied.

"is he concealing his identity with a spell?

She spread her hands hel plessly. 'There's no way to

tell, Sparhawk. Either he's just an ordinary backwoods
Styric with nothing on his mind but his next neal, or he's
a very subtle nmagician who's playing the bunpkin to

bl ock out attenpts to probe him'

Spar hawk swore under his breath. 'This might not be

as easy as | thought,' he said. 'Let's go on then and see
what we can find out.'

The house to whi ch Sephrenia had been directed sat at

the end of a cul-de-sac, a short street that went nowhere.
That's going to be difficult to watch w thout being

obvi ous,' Sparhawk said as they rode slowy past the
mout h of the narrow street.

"not really,' Sephrenia disagreed. She reined in her

pal ffrey. "wke need to talk with the shopkeeper there on
the corner.'

"did you want to buy sonet hing?

"not exactly buy, Sparhawk. Cone along. You'll see.

She slid down out of her saddle and tied the reins of her
delicate white horse to a post outside the shop she had

i ndi cated. She | ooked around briefly. "WII your great
war horse di scourage anyone who ni ght want to stea

my gentle little Ch'iel? she asked. She laid her hand

af fectionately on the white horse's neck.

"Il talk to himabout it."

"Woul d you?'

"Faran,' Sparhawk said to the ugly roan, 'stay here and
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protect Sephrenia's nare.'

Faran nickered, his ears pricked eagerly forward.

"You big old fool," Sparhawk | aughed.

Faran snapped at him his teeth clacking together at

the enpty air inches from Sparhawk's ear

'Be nice,' Sparhawk nurnured

I nside the shop, a roomdevoted to the display of cheap
furniture, Sephrenia's attitude becane ingratiating, even
oddl y submi ssive. ' Good nmaster nerchant,' she said

with an uncharacteristic tone in her voice, 'we serve a
great Pel osian noble who has cone to Chyrellos to seek

sol ace for his soul in the holy city.'

"I don't deal with Styrics,' the nerchant said rudely,

gl owering at Sephrenia. 'There are too many of you filthy
heat hens in Chyrellos already.' He assuned an expression

of extrene distaste, all the while nmaking what

Sparhawk knew to be totally ineffective gestures to ward
of f magic.

'Look, huckster,' the big knight said, affecting an

i nsulting Pel osian-accented nanner, 'do not rise above
yourself. My master's chatelaine and | will be treated
with respect, regardl ess of your feeble-m nded bigotry.

The shopkeeper bristled at that. '"Wiy -' he began to

bl uster.

Spar hawk smashed the top of a cheap table into

splinters with a single blow of his fist. Then he seized the
shopman's collar and pulled himforward so that they

were eye to eye. 'Do we understand each other?' he said

in a dreadful voice that hovered just this side of a

whi sper. 'What we require, good naster nerchant,' Sephrenia
said snoothly, 'is a goodly set of chanbers facing the
street. Qur master has been ever fond of watching the

ebb and flow of humanity.' She | owered her eyel ashes
nodestly. 'Have you such a place abovestairs?

The shopkeeper's face was a study in conflicting

enptions as he turned to nmount the stairs towards the
upper floor.

The chanbers above were shabby - one m ght even go

so far as to say ratty. They had at sone tine in the past
been painted, but the pea-soup-green paint had peel ed

and now hung in long strips fromthe walls. Sparhawk

and Sephrenia were not interested in paint, however. It

was to the dirty window at the front of the mai n chanber
that their eyes went.
There's nore, little |ady,
respectfully now

"W can conduct our own inspection, good naster
merchant.' She cocked her head slightly. 'Was that the
step of a custoner | heard from bel ow?'

The shopkeeper blinked and then he bolted downstairs.

t he shopkeeper said, nore

Can you see the house up the street fromthe

wi ndow?' Sephreni a asked.

'The panes are dirty.' Sparhawk |lifted the hemof his
grey cloak to wi pe away the dust and grine.

"Don't,' she said sharply. 'Styric eyes are very sharp.
"All right," he said. "I'll look through the dust. El ene
eyes are just as sharp.' He | ooked at her. 'Does that
happen every tine you go out? he asked.

'Yes. Common El enes are not much smarter than

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (142 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

common Styrics. Frankly I'd rather have a conversation
with a toad than with either breed.’

'Toads can talk? He was a little surprised at that.

"if you know what you're listening for, yes. They're not
very stinmulating conversationalists, though. '

The house at the end of the street was not i npressive.
The |l ower floor was constructed of field-stone, crudely
nortared together, and the second storey was of roughly
squared-of f tinbers. It seened sonehow set off fromthe
houses around it as if drawing in a kind of isolated
separ ateness. As they watched, a Styric wearing the
poorly woven wool | en snmock whi ch was the characteristic
garb of his race noved up the street towards the

house. He | ooked around furtively before he entered.
"Wl | ?' Sparhawk asked.

"It's hard to say,' Sephrenia replied. "It's the sane as
with that one we saw in the street. He's either sinple or
very skilled."'

"This could take a while.

"Only until dark if I"'mright,' she said as she drew a
chair up to the w ndow.

In the next several hours, a fair nunber of Styrics
entered the house, and, as the sun sank into a dense,
dirty-1ooking cloud bank on the western horizon, others
began to arrive. A Cammorian in a bright yellow silk robe
went furtively up the cul -de-sac and was i mredi ately
admtted. A booted Lanork in a polished steel cuirass
and acconpani ed by two crossbow beari ng nen-at-arns

mar ched arrogantly up to the doors of the house and

gai ned entry just as quickly. Then, as the chill winter
twilight began to settle over Chyrellos, a lady in a deep
purpl e robe and attended by a huge manservant in
bul I hi de arnmour such as that conmonly worn by

Pel osi ans went up the centre of the short street, noving
with a stiff-1egged, abstracted pace. Her eyes seened
vacant and her novenents jerky. Her face, however,

bore an expression of ineffable ecstasy.

"Strange visitors to a Styric house,' Sephrenia commented.
Spar hawk nodded and | ooked around the darkeni ng

room 'Do you want sone light?" he asked her

"No. Let's not be seen to be here. I"'mcertain that the
street is being watched fromthe upper floor of the
house.' Then she | eaned against him filling his nostrils
with the woody fragrance of her hair. 'You can hold ny
hand, though,' she offered. 'For sonme reason, |'ve

al ways been a little afraid of the dark.

"Of course,' he said, taking her small hand in his big
one. They sat together for perhaps another quarter of an
hour as the street outside grew darker

Suddenly Sephrenia gave an agoni zed little gasp

"what's the matter?' he asked in alarm

She did not imrediately reply but rose to her feet

i nstead, raising her hands, pal muP, above her. A dim
figure seemed to stand before her, a figure that was nore
shadow t han substance, 'and a faint gl ow seened to
stretch between its w despread, gauntleted hands.

Slowy it held forth that silvery ninbus. The gl ow grew
monentarily brighter, then coal esced into solidity as the
shadow before her vani shed. She sank back into her

chair, holding the long, slender object with a curious

ki nd of sorrowful reverence
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"What was that, Sephrenia?' Sparhawk denmanded.

" Anot her of the twelve knights has fallen,' she said in a
voi ce that was alnpbst a nban. 'This is his sword, a part of
my burden.’

"Vani on?' he asked, al nobst choking with a dreadfu

sense of fear.

Her finger sought the crest on the pomrel of the

sword she held, feeling the design in the darkness. 'No,"
she said. "It was Lakus.'

Sparhawk felt a wench of grief. Lakus was an elderly
Pandi on, a man with snowy hair and a grimvi sage whom

all the knights of Sparhawk's generation had revered as a
teacher and a friend.

Sephreni a buried her face in Sparhawk's arnoured

shoul der and began to weep. "I knew himas a boy,

Spar hawk, ' she | anent ed.

"Let's go back to the chapterhouse,' he suggested

gently. 'W can do this another day.'

She lifted her head and wi ped her eyes with her hand.

"No, Sparhawk,' she said firmy. "Sonething s happening
in that house tonight - sonething that may not

happen again for a while.

He started to say sonething, but then he felt an
oppressive weight that seened to be | ocated just behind
his ears. It was as if sonmeone had just placed the heels of
hi s hands at the back of his skull and pushed i nward.
Sephrenia leaned intently forward. 'Azash!' she hissed.

" What ?*

'They're sumoning the spirit of Azash,' she said with

a terrible note of urgency in her voice.

"That nails it down then, doesn't it?" he said, rising to
his feet.

"Sit down, Sparhawk. This isn't played out yet.'

'There can't be that many.'

"And what will you learn if you go up the street and
chop the house and everyone in it to pieces? Sit down.
Wat ch and | earn.

"I'"mobliged, Sephrenia. It's part of the oath. It has
been for five centuries.’

'Bother the oath,' she snapped. 'This is nore

i mportant. '

He sank back into his chair, troubled and uncertain.
"What are they doing? he asked.

"I told you. They're raising the spirit of Azash. That can
only nean that they're Zenochs.'

"What are the Elenes doing in there, then? The
Canmorian, the Lanork, and that Pel osi an woman?'
"Receiving instruction, | think. The Zenochs didn't

conme here to learn, but to teach. This is serious,
Sparhawk - nore deadly serious than you could ever

i magi ne.'

"What do we do?

'For the nonment, nothing. We sit here and wat ch.

Agai n Sparhawk felt that oppressive weight at the base
of his skull, and then a fiery tingling that seened to run
through all his veins.

' Azash has answered the summons,' Sephrenia said
quietly. "It's very inportant to sit quietly now and for
both of us to keep our thoughts neutral. Azash can sense
hostility directed at him'
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"Way woul d El enes participate in the rites of Azash?
"Probably for the rewards he will give them for worshi pping
him The El der Gods have al ways been nobst

lavish with their rewards - "when it suits themto be.
"What kind of reward could possibly pay for the | oss of
one's soul ?'

She shrugged, a barely perceptible notion in the
growi ng darkness. 'Longevity, perhaps. Walth, power
and in the case of the wonan - beauty. It could even be
other things - things | don't care to think about. Azash is
twi sted, and he soon tw sts those who worship him"

In the street below, a workman with a handcart and a

torch clattered al ong over the cobbl estones. He took an
unlighted torch fromthe cart, set it in an iron ring
protruding fromthe shop-front below, and ignited it.

Then he rattled on.

' Good,' Sephrenia murnured. 'Now we'll be able to

see t hem when they cone out.

"W've already seen them'

"They'l| be different, I"'mafraid.'

The door to the Styric house opened, and the sil krobed
Canmori an energed. As he passed through the

circle of torchlight bel ow, Sparhawk saw that his face was
very pale, and his eyes were wide with horror

"That one will not return,' Sephrenia said quietly.

"Most likely he'll spend the rest of his life trying to atone
for his venture into the darkness.

A few mnutes |ater, the booted Lanmork cane out into

the street. Hs eyes burned, and his face was twisted into
an expressi on of savage cruelty. Hi s inpassive crosshowren
mar ched al ong behind him

"Lost,' Sephrenia sighed.

" What ?*

' The Lanork is lost. Azash has him'

Then the Pel osian | ady energed fromthe house. Her

purpl e robe was carel essly open at the front, and beneath

it she was naked. As she cane into the torchlight,

Spar hawk coul d see that her eyes were gl azed and that

her nude body was splattered with bl ood. Her hul king
attendant nade sone effort to close the front of her robe,
but she hissed at him thrusting his hand away, and went

of f down the street shanelessly flaunting her body.

"And that one is nore than |lost,' Sephrenia said. "She

wi || be dangerous now. Azash rewarded her with

powers.' She frowned. 'I'mtenpted to suggest that we
foll ow her and kill her.'
"I"'mnot sure that | could kill a woman, Sephrenia.'

"She's not even a woman any nore, but we'd have to
behead her, and that could cause sone outrage in

Chyrellos. '

' Do what ?'

'Behead her. It's the only way to be certain that she's
really dead. | think we've seen enough here, Sparhawk.

Let's go back to the chapterhouse and talk with Nashan
Tonmorrow | think we should report this to Dol mant. The
Church has ways to deal with this sort of thing. ' She rose
to her feet.

"Let me carry the sword for you.

"No, Sparhawk. It's ny burden. | nust carry it.' She

tucked Lakus' sword inside her robe and | ed the way
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towards the door.

They went downstairs again, and the shopkeeper

cane out of the back of his establishnent rubbing his
hands together. 'Wll?' he said eagerly. '"WII you be
wanting the roons?'

Totally unsuitable,' Sephrenia sniffed. "I wouldn't

keep ny master's dog in a place like that.' Her face was
very pale, and she was visibly trenbling

"But -'

"just unlock the door, neighbour,' Sparhawk said, 'and
we'll be on our way.

"What took you so |long, then?

Sparhawk gave hima flat, cold stare, and the shopkeeper
swal | owed hard and went to the door, fishing in

his tunic pocket for the key.

Qut si de, Faran was standing protectively beside
Sephrenia's pal frey. There was a torn scrap of rough
cloth on the cobbl estones under his hooves.

" Troubl e?' Sparhawk asked hi m

Faran snorted derisively.

"l see,' Sparhawk said.

"What was that about?' Sephrenia asked wearily as

Spar hawk hel ped her to nount.

"Sonmeone tried to steal your horse,' he shrugged.

' Faran persuaded hi mnot to.

‘Can you really comruni cate with hin?'

"I nmore or |ess know what he's thinking. W' ve been
together for a long tinme.' He hauled hinself up into his
saddl e, and the two of themrode off down the street in
the direction of the Pandi on chapterhouse.

They had gone perhaps half a mle when Sparhawk

had a nmonentary prenmpnition. He reacted instantly,
driving Faran's shoul der agai nst the white palfrey. The
smal | er horse lurched to one side, even as a crossbow bolt
buzzed spitefully through the space where Sephrenia

had been an instant before. 'Ride, Sephrenial' he barked
as the bolt clashed agai nst the stones of a house fronting
the street. He | ooked back, drawi ng his sword. But
Sephreni a had al ready thunped her heels to the white
horse's flanks and plunged off down the street at a
clattering gallop with Sparhawk cl osely behind her,
shi el ding her body with his own.

After they had crossed several streets, Sephrenia

sl owed her pace. 'Did you see hin?' she asked. She had
Lakus' sword in her hand now.

"I didn't have to see him A crossbow neans a Lanork
Nobody el se uses them'

' The one who was in the house with the Styrics?
"Probably - unless you've gone out of your way to

of fend ot her Lanmpbrks of late. Could Azash or one of his
Zenochs have sensed your presence back there?

"I't's possible,' she conceded. 'No one can be absolutely
certain just how far the power of the Elder Gods goes.
How did you know that we were about to be attacked?
"Training, | suppose. |'ve |earned to know when
sonmeone' s pointing a weapon at ne.'

"I thought it was pointed at ne.'

"It anmounts to the sane thing, Sephrenia.'

"Wll, he mssed.'
"This time. | think I'lIl talk to Nashan about getting you a
mai |l shirt.'
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"Are you mad, Sparhawk?' she protested. ' The wei ght

al one would put nme on ny knees - not to nention the
awful smell .’

"Better the weight and the snell than an arrow

bet ween the shoul der bl ades.

"Totally out of the question.

"W'l | see. Put the sword away and let's nove on. You
need rest, and | want to get you inside the chapterhouse
where it's safe before soneone el se takes a shot at you.'
111

*Chapt er 14

The foll owi ng day, about midnorning, Sir Bevier arrived
at the gates of the Pandi on chapterhouse in Chyrellos. Sir
Bevier was a Cyrinic Knight fromArcium His fornal
armour was burnished to a silvery sheen, and his surcoat
was white. Hs helmet had no visor, but rather bore
heavy cheekpi eces and a forni dabl e nose guard. He

di smounted in the courtyard, hung his shield and his
Lochaber axe on his saddl ebow, and removed his

hel met. Bevi er was young and sonewhat slender. His
conpl exi on was olive and his hair curly and bl ue-bl ack
Wth sonme show of cerenpny, Nashan descended the

steps of the chapterhouse with Sparhawk and Kalten to
greet him 'Qur house is honoured, Sir Bevier,' he said.
Bevier inclined his head stiffly. 'My Lord,' he
responded, "I am comuanded by the preceptor of ny

order to convey to you his greetings.'

" Thank you, Slr Bevier,' Nashan said, somewhat taken
aback by the young knight's stiff formality.

"Sir Sparhawk,' Bevier said then, again inclining his
head.

"Do we know each ot her, Bevier?

"Qur preceptor described you to ne, ny Lord

Sparhawk - you and your conpanion, Sir Kalten. Have

the others arrived yet?

Spar hawk shook his head. 'No. You're the first.

"Cone inside, Sir Bevier,' Nashan said then. 'W'|
assign you a cell so that you can get out of your arnour,
and 1'll speak to the kitchen about a hot neal .’

"An it please you, ny Lord, might | first visit your
chapel ? | have been sone days on the road and | fee
sorely the need for prayer in a consecrated place.

"Of course,' Nashan said to him

"We'll see to your horse,' Sparhawk told the young

nman.

' Thank you, Lord Sparhawk.' Bevier bent his head

again and foll owed Nashan up the steps.

"Ch, he's going to be a jolly travelling conpanion,'
Kalten said ironically.

"He' Il | oosen up once he gets to know us,' Sparhawk

sai d.

"I hope you're right. 1'd heard that the Cyrinics are a
shade formal, but | think our young friend there mght be
carrying it to extremes.' Curiously, he unhooked the
Lochaber fromthe saddl ebow. 'Can you imagi ne using

this thing on sonebody?' He shuddered. The Lochaber

axe had a heavy, two-'foot blade surmounted at its
forward end with a razor-sharp, hawklike bill. Its heavy
handl e was about four feet long. 'You could shuck a man
out of his arnmour like an oyster out of its shell with this.
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"i think that's the idea. It is sort of intimdating, isn't it?
Put it away, Kalten. Don't play with another man's toys.

After Sir Bevier had conpleted his prayers and

changed out of his arnour, he joined themin Nashan's
ornat e study.

"Did they give you sonething to eat?'" Nashan asked.

"it isn't necessary, ny Lord,' Bevier replied. '"if | may be
permitted, I'Il join you and your knights in refectory for
the noon neal .’

"COfF course,' Nashan replied. 'You' re nore than

wel cone to join us, Bevier.'

Spar hawk then introduced Bevier to Sephrenia. The

young nan bowed deeply to her. "I have heard nuch of

you, Lady,' he said. 'Qur instructors in the Styric secrets
hold you in great esteem'

"you're kind to say so, Sir Knight. My skills are the
result of age and practice, however, and do not result
fromany particular virtue.'

" Age, Lady? Surely not. You can scarce be nuch ol der

than I, and I will not see ny thirtieth year for sone

mont hs yet. The bl oom of youth has not yet |eft your
cheeks, and your eyes quite overwhel mne.'

Sephrenia smiled warmy at him then | ooked critically

at Kalten and Sparhawk. "I hope you two are paying
attention,' she said. "Alittle polish wouldn't hurt either
of you.' | was never much good at formality, little nother,'

Kal ten conf essed.

"I've noticed,' she said. '"Flute,' she said a bit wearily
then, 'please put the book down. |'ve asked you again

and again not to touch them'

Several days later, Sir Tynian and Sir Uath arrived,
riding together. Tynian was a good-hunoured Al ci one
Knight fromDeira, the kingdomlying to the north of
elennia. H's broad, round face was open and friendly. Hs
shoul ders and chest were powerfully nuscled as the

result of years of bearing Deiran arnour, the heaviest in
the world. Over his nmssive arnour he wore a sky-bl ue
surcoat. U ath was a hul king Genidian Knight, fully a
head taller than Sparhawk. He did not wear arnour, but
rather a plain nmail shirt and a sinple conical hel net.
Covering his shirt, he wore a green surcoat. He carried a
| arge round shield and a heavy war axe. U ath was a
silent, withdrawn nman who sel dom spoke. H s bl ond

hair hung in two braids down his back

' Good norning, gentlenmen,' Tynian said to Sparhawk

and Kalten as he disnmounted in the courtyard of the

chapt erhouse. He | ooked at themclosely. 'You would be
Sir Sparhawk,' he said. 'Qur preceptor said that you'd

broken your nose sonetine.' He grinned then. "it's al
right, Sparhawk. It doesn't interfere with your kind of
beauty."

"I"'mgoing to like this man,' Kalten said.

"And you nust be Kalten,' Tynian said. He thrust out

his hand, and Kalten took it before he realized that the
Al ci one was hol ding a dead nouse concealed in his

palm Wth a startled oath, he jerked his hand back
Tyni an howl ed with | aughter.

"I think I could get to like himas well,"' Sparhawk
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not ed.

"My nanme is Tynian,' the Al cione Knight introduced
hinmself. "My silent friend there is Uath from Thal esi a.
He caught up with ne a few days ago. Hasn't spoken ten
words since then.'

"You tal k enough for both of us," Uath grunted, sliding
out of his saddle.

"That's God's own truth,' Tynian admitted. "I have this
overwhel ni ng fondness for the sound of my own voice.'

U ath thrust out his huge hand. ' Sparhawk,' he said.

"No m ce?" Sparhawk asked

A faint smle touched Uath's face as they cl asped

hands. Then he shook hands with Kalten, and the four of
them went up the steps into the chapterhouse.

'Has Bevier arrived yet?' Tynian asked Kalten.

"A few days back. Have you ever net hinf'

"Once. Qur preceptor and | made a formal visit to

Larium and we were introduced to the Cyrinics in their
nmot her house there. | found himto be a bit stiff-necked
and formal .'

' That hasn't changed mnuch.'

"Didn't think it had. Exactly what are we going to do
down in Cammoria? Preceptor Darellon can be infuriatingly
cl ose- nout hed on occasi on.

"Let's wait until Bevier joins us,' Sparhawk suggested.

"I get the feeling that he might be a little touchy, so let's
not offend him by tal ki ng busi ness out of his presence.’

' Good thinking, Sparhawk. This show of unity could

fall apart on us if Bevier starts sulking. I'll have to adnit
that he can be a good man in a fight, though. Is he stil
carrying that Lochaber?’

"Ch, yes,' Kalten said.

"Gruesone thing, isn't it? | saw himpractising with it at
Larium He cut the top off a post as thick as ny leg with
one swipe at a full gallop. | get the feeling that he could
ride through a platoon of foot-troops and | eave a trail of
| oose heads behind himten yards w de."'

‘"Let's hope it doesn't cone to that,' Sparhawk said.

"if that's your attitude, Sparhawk, you're going to take
all the fun out of this excursion.

"I amgoing to like him' Kalten said.

Sir Bevier joined themin Nashan's study after the
compl eti on of noon service in the chapel. As closely as
Spar hawk coul d determ ne, Bevier had not nissed

service once since his arrival

"Al'l right then,' Sparhawk said, rising to his feet when
they were all assenbled, '"this is sort of where we stand.
Annias, the Primate of Cimmura, has his eyes on the
Archprelate's throne here in Chyrellos. He controls the
El eni an royal Council, and they're giving hi mnoney

out of the royal treasury. He's trying to use that noney to
buy enough votes in the Hierocracy to win election after
Cluvonus dies. The preceptors of the four orders want to
bl ock him"

"No decent churchman woul d accept noney for his

vote,' Bevier said, his voice verging on outrage.

"Il grant that,' Sparhawk agreed. 'Unfortunately,

many churchnen are far from decent. Let's be honest

about it, gentlenen. There's a w de streak of corruption
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in the Elene Church. W might wish it were different, but
we have to face the facts. Many of those votes are for sale.
Now - and this is inmportant - Queen Ehlana is unwell,

ot herwi se, she wouldn't allow Annias to have access to
the treasury. The preceptors agree that the best way to
stop Annias is to find sone way to cure the Queen and

put her back in power. That's why we're going to

Borrata. There are physicians at the university there who
m ght be able to determine the nature of her illness and
find a cure for it.'

"Are we taking your Queen with us?' Tynian asked.

"No. That's quite inpossible.

"it's going to be alittle hard for the physicians to find
out nuch then, isn't it?

Spar hawk shook his head. 'Sephrenia, the Pandi on
instructor in the secrets, will be going with us. She can
descri be Queen Ehlana's synptons in great detail and

she can raise an inmage of the Queen if the physicians
need a cl oser |ook."'

'Seens a bit roundabout,' Tynian noted, but if that's

the way we have to do it, then that's the way we'll do it.
"There's a great deal of unrest in Cammoria right now, '
Spar hawk went on. 'The central kingdons are al

"infested with Zenoch agents, and they're trying to stir
up as much trouble as they can. Not only that, Annias is
fairly certain to guess at what we're trying to do, so he'l
try to interfere.'

"Borrata's a long way from G mura, isn't it? Tynian
asked. 'Does Prinmate Anni as have so |ong an arn?

'Yes,' Sparhawk said, 'he does. There's a renegade
Pandi on in Canmoria who sonetinmes works for Annias.

H's name is Martel, and he's likely to try to stop us.
"Only once,' Uath grunted.

"Let's not go out of our way |ooking for a fight,

t hough,' Sparhawk cautioned. 'Qur main task is to get
Sephrenia safely to Borrata and back. There's been at

| east one attenpt on her life already."’

"W'll want to discourage that,' Tynian said. 'Are we
taki ng anybody el se with us?'

"My squire, Kurik,' Sparhawk replied, 'and probably a
young Pandi on novi ce nanmed Berit. He shows sone

promi se, and Kurik's going to need sonebody along to

help himcare for the horses.' He thought a nonment. "I

think we'll take a boy along as well,' he said.

Tal en?' Kalten sounded surprised at that. 'is that

really a good idea, Sparhawk?

"Chyrellos is corrupt enough already. | don't think it's

a good idea to turn that little thief loose in the streets.
Besides, | think we may find use for his specialized

talents. The only other person going with us wil be a
little girl named Flute.'

Kalten stared at himin astoni shnent.

' Sephrenia won't | eave her behind,' Sparhawk

expl ained, '"and |I'mnot sure she can be left behind. You
renenber how easily she got out of that nunnery in
Arcium'

"you've got a point there, | guess,' Kalten conceded.
"A very straightforward presentation, Sir Sparhawk,"
Bevi er said approvingly. 'Wien will we | eave?'

"First thing in the norning,' Sparhawk replied. "it's a
long way to Borrata, and the Archprelate isn't getting
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younger. Patriarch Dol mant says that he could die at any
time, and that's when Annias wil start to nove.

"W nust nmake our preparations then,' Bevier said,

rising to his feet. '"WII you gentlenen be joining nme in the
chapel for evening service? he asked.

Kal ten sighed. "I suppose we should,' he said. 'W are
Church Knights, after all.’

"And a bit of God's help wouldn't hurt, would it?

Tyni an added.

that afternoon, however, a conpany of church

soldiers arrived at the gates of the chapterhouse. "I have a Late
summons fromthe Patriarch Makova for you and your
conpani ons, Sir Sparhawk,' the captain in charge of the
sol di ers said when Sparhawk and the others canme down
into the courtyard. 'He would speak with you in the
Basilica at once.'

"W'l | get our horses,' Sparhawk said. He |led the rest
of the knights into the stables. Once inside, he swore
irritably.

"Troubl e?' Tyni an asked him

' Makova's a supporter of Prinate Annias,' Sparhawk
replied, leading Faran out of his stall. 'I've got a strong
suspicion that he's going to try to hinder us.

"W nust respond to his summons, however,' Bevier
said, swinging his saddle up onto his horse's back. 'W
are Church Knights and nust obey the commands of a
menber of the Hierocracy, no matter what his affiliation. '
"And there's that conpany of soldiers out there, too,'
Kalten added. 'I'd say that Makova doesn't take too
many chances.'
"Surely he doesn't think we'd refuse?" Bevier said.

"You don't know Sparhawk that well yet,' Kalten told
him 'He can be contrary at tines.'

"Wll, we don't have any choice in the matter,"'

Sparhawk said. 'Let's go to the Basilica and see what the
Patriarch has to say to us.'
They led their horses out into the courtyard and
mounted. At a crisp command fromthe captain, the
sol diers formed up around them
The square in front of the Basilica was strangely
deserted as Sparhawk and his friends di snounted.
"Looks to nme as if they're expecting trouble,' Kalten
noted as they started up the broad marbl e stairs.
When they entered the vast nave of the church, Bevier
went down on his knees and clasped his hands in front of him™"
The captain and a squad of his soldiers entered behind
him we nust not keep the Patriarch waiting,' he said.
There was a certain arrogant tone in his voice that
irritated Sparhawk for some reason. He nuffled that
feeling, however, and piously dropped to his knees
besi de Bevier. Kalten grinned and al so knelt. Tynian
nudged ul ath, and they, too, went down on their knees.
"I said -' the captain began, his voice rising slightly.
"we heard you, neighbour,' Sparhawk said to him
"we'll be with you presently.
"But -'
"you can wait over there. W won't be too long.'
The captain turned and stal ked of f.
"Ni ce touch, Sparhawk,' Tynian murnured
"we are Church Knights, after all,' Sparhawk replied
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It won't hurt Makova to wait awhile. |I'msure he'll enjoy
the anticipation.'

I"msure,' Tynian agreed.

The five knights remai ned kneeling for perhaps ten

m nutes while the captain stal ked about inpatiently.
'Have you finished, Bevier? Sparhawk asked politely

when the Cyrinic unclasped his hands.

"yes,' Bevier answered, his face alight with devotion. "I
feel cleansed now and at peace with the world.'

TrY to hang onto that feeling. The Patriarch of Coonbe

is likely toirritate us all.' Sparhawk rose to his feet. "Shall
we go then?

"Finally,' the captain snapped as they joined him

and his nen.

Bevi er | ooked at himcoldly. 'Have you any rank,

Captai n?' he asked. 'Aside fromyour nmilitary one?"

"I ama marquis, Sir Bevier.'

"Excellent. If our devotions offend you, | will be nore
than happy to give you satisfaction. You nmay have your
seconds call upon ne at any tine. | will be at your
conpl ete disposal .’

The captain paled visibly and shrank back. "I am
merely following ny orders, ny Lord. | would not dream

of giving offence to a Knight of the Church.’

"Ah,' Bevier said distantly. 'Let us proceed then. As
you stated so excellently earlier, we nmust not keep the
Patriarch of Coonbe waiting.'

The captain led themto a hallway branching off from

t he nave.

"Nicely done, Bevier,' Tynian whi spered.

The Cyrinic smled briefly.

"There's nothing like the offer of a yard or so of steel in
his belly to remind a man of his manners,' Kalten added.
The chanber to which the captain | ed them was

grandi ose with deep maroon carpeting and drapes and
polished marble walls. The | ean-faced Patriarch of
Coonbe sat at a long table reading a parchnent. He

| ooked up as they were admtted, his face angry. 'Wat
took so |l ong?" he snapped at the captain.

' The Knights of the Church felt obliged to spend a few
monents in devotions before the main altar, your G ace.'
"Ch. O course.'

"May | withdraw, your Grace?

"No. Stay. It shall fall to you to enforce the dictates | wll

i ssue here.'
"As it please your Grace.'
Makova then | ooked sternly at the knights. "I amtold

that you gentlenen are planning a foray into Camoria."

"W haven't nmade any secret of it, your Gace,"”

Spar hawk repli ed.

"I forbidit.'

"M ght one ask why, your Grace?' Tynian asked mldly.

‘"No. One may not. The Church Knights are subject to

the authority of the Hierocracy. Explanations are not
required. You are all to return to the Pandi on chapterhouse

and you will remain there until it pleases ne to

send you further instructions.' He smled a chill smle. "I
believe you will all be returning home very shortly. ' Then
he drew hinself up. 'That will be all. You have ny

perm ssion to withdraw. Captain, you will see to it that
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t hese knights do not |eave the Pandi on chapterhouse.

'Yes, your Gace.'

They all bowed and silently filed out of the door

"That was short, wasn't it?' Kalten said as they went
back down the corridor with the captain sonme distance in
t he | ead.

"There wasn't much point in fogging the issue with

| ane excuses,' Sparhawk repli ed.

Kalten | eaned towards his friend. 'Are we going to

obey his orders? he whispered.

" No.

"Sir Sparhawk,' Bevier gasped, "surely you would not

di sregard the comands of a Patriarch of the Church?

"No, not really. All | need is a different set of orders.'
' Dol mant ?' Kal ten guessed.

"Hi s nane does sort of leap to nind, doesn't it?

They had, however, no opportunity for side trips. The

of ficious captain insisted upon escorting themdirectly
back to the chapterhouse. "SIr Sparhawk,' he said as they
reached the narrow street where the house stood, 'you
will be so good as to advise the governor of your
establishnent that this gate is to remain closed. No one i S
to enter or |eave.'

“I'l'l tell him"' Sparhawk replied. Then he nudged Faran
and rode on into the courtyard.

"I didn't think he'd actually seal the gate,' Kalten

muttered. 'How are we going to get word to Dol mant ?
"I"1'l think of sonething,' Sparhawk said.

Later, as twilight crept in over the city, Sparhawk
paced al ong the parapet surmounting the wall of the
chapt erhouse, glancing fromtine to tine down into the
street outside.

' Sparhawk,' Kurik's gruff voice came fromthe yard

bel ow, 'are you up there?

'Yes. Cone on up.

There was the sound of footsteps on the stone stairs

| eading up to the parapet. 'You wanted to see us?' Kurik
asked as he, Berit, and Talen cane up out of the shadows
clotting the stairway.

"Yes. There's a conpany of church sol di ers outside.
They're blocking the gate, and | need to get a nmessage to
Dol mant. Any ideas?'

Kurik scratched his head as he nulled it over

"Gve nme a fast horse and | can ride through them

Berit of fered.

"He' || nake a good knight,' Talen said. 'Knights love to
charge, I'mtold."'

Berit | ooked sharply at the boy.

"No hitting,' Talen said, shrinking back."W agreed

that there wasn't going to be any nore hitting. | pay
attention to the lessons, and you don't hit nme any nore.'
'Have you got a better idea? Berit asked.

"Several.' TAlen | ooked over the wall. 'Are the soldiers
patrolling the streets outside the walls? he asked.
"Yes,' Sparhawk sai d.

That's not really a problem but it mght have been easier
if they weren't.' TAlen pursed his |lips as he thought it over
"Berit,' he said, '"are you any good with a bow?'

"I've been trained,' the voice said a bit stiffly.
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"That's not what | asked. | said are you any good?

"I can hit a mark at a hundred paces.

Tal en | ooked at Sparhawk. 'Don't you peopl e have

anything better to do?'" he asked. Then he | ooked at Berit
again. 'You see that stable over there? he asked, pointing
across the street. 'The one with the thatched roof ?'

"yes.'

'Coul d you get an arrow into the thatch?

"Easily.'

' Maybe training pays off after all.’

' How many nonths did you practise cutting purses?

Kuri k asked pointedly.

That's different, father. There's a profit involved in
that. '

"Father?' Berit sounded astoni shed.

"it's along story,' Kurik told him

"Any man in the world listens to a bell that rings for any
reason what soever,' Talen said, affecting a schoolteacherish
tone, 'and no man can possibly avoid gawki ng

at a fire. Can you lay your hands on a |l ength of rope,

Spar hawk?"

"How | ong a | ength?

‘Long enough to reach the street. Here's how it goes.

Berit waps his arrow with tinder and sets fire to it. Then
he takes a shot at that thatched roof. The soldiers will all
run to this street to watch the' fun. That's when | go down
the rope on the far side of the building. | can be out on the
street in less than a mnute with no one the wiser.'

you can't set fire to a nan's stable,' Kurik objected,
soundi ng horrifi ed.

They' Il put it out, Kurik,' Talen said in a patient tone.
They' Il have |lots of warning, because we'll all stand up
here shouting "Firel" at the top of our voices. Then ||
Shinny down the rope on the far wall and be five streets
away before the excitenent dies down. | know where

Dol mant's house is, and | can tell himwhatever you want
himto know.'

"All right,' Sparhawk approved.

" Sparhawk!' Kurik exclainmed. 'You' re not going to |let
himdo this, are you?

"it's tactically sound, Kurik. Diversion and subterfuge

are part of any good pl an.

'Do you have any idea of how much thatch - and wood

there is in this part of town?

"it might give the church soldiers sonething useful to

do,' Sparhawk shrugged

"That's hard, Sparhawk.

"Not nearly as hard as the notion of Annias sitting on

the Archprelate's throne. Let's get what we need. | want

to be out of Chyrellos before the sun cones up tonorrOW
and | can't do that with all those sol diers canped outside
the gate.'

They went down the stairs to fetch rope, a bow, and a

qui ver of arrows.

"What's afoot?' Tyni an asked as he, Kalten, Bevier, and
Uath nmet themin the courtyard.

"W're going to get word to Dol nant,' Sparhawk told

hi m
Tyni an | ooked at the bow Berit was carrying. 'Wth
that?' he asked. 'isn't that rather a | ong shot?"

"There's a little nore to it than that,' Sparhawk told
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him He quickly sketched in the plan. Then, as they
started up the steps, he put his hand on Tal en's shoul der
"This isn't going to be the safest thing in the world,' he
told the boy. 'i want you to be careful out there.

"You worry too nuch, Sparhawk,' Talen replied. "I

could do this in ny sleep.'

"You m ght need some kind of note to give to

Dol mant,' Spar hawk sai d.

"You're not serious? If | get stopped, | can lie ny way
out of trouble, but not if I've got a note in ny pocket.
Dol mant knows ne, and he'll know that the nmessage is

fromyou. Just |eave everything to nme, Sparhawk.'

"Don't stop to pick any pockets al ong the way.'

"Cf course not,' Talen replied, just alittle too glibly.
Spar hawk si ghed. Then he quickly told the boy what to

say to the Patriarch of Denops.

The plan went nore or |ess as Talen had outlined it. As
soon as the patrol had passed in the narrow street, Berit's
arrow arched out like a falling star and sank into the
thatched stable roof. It sputtered there for a nonent or
two, and then bl uish-coloured flane ran quickly up to

the ridgepole, turning sooty orange first, then bright

yel low as the flanmes began to spread.

"Fire!' Talen yelled.

"Fire!" the rest echoed.

In the street below, the church soldiers cane poundi ng
around the corner to be nmet by the nearly hysterica

owner of the stables. 'Good masters!' the poor man cried,
winging his hands. 'My stable! My horses. My house!

My God!'

The officious captain hesitated, |ooking first at the fire
then back at the | oonming wall of the chapterhouse in an
agony of i ndeci sion.

"W' || help you, Captain,' Tynian called down fromthe
wal | . ' Open the gate!

"No!' the captain shouted back. 'Stay inside.'

"You could lose half of the holy city, You bl ockhead!
Kalten roared at him 'That fire will spread if you don't do
sonmet hing i medi ately. '

"You,' the captain snapped at the commoner who

owned the stable. 'Fetch buckets and show ne the

nearest well.' He turned quickly to his nmen. 'Formup a
line," he commanded. 'Go to the front gate of the Pandi on
house and bring back every man we can spare.' He

sounded deci sive now. Then he squinted up at the

kni ghts on the parapet. 'But |eave a detachnent on guard
there,' he ordered.

"W can still help, Captain,' Tynian offered. 'There's a
deep well here. W can turn out our nen and pass

buckets to your nen outside the gate. Qur nmmjor concern
here nust be the saving of Chyrellos. Everything el se
must be secondary to that.'

The captain hesitated. 'Please, Captain!' Tynian's voice throbbed with
sincerity. "I beg of you. Let us help.

"Very well,' the captain snapped. ' Open your gate. But

no one is to | eave the chapterhouse grounds.'

"Cf course not,' Tynian replied.

"Nicely done," Uath grunted, tapping Tynian on the

shoul der with his fist.

Tyni an grinned at him 'Tal king does pay off sonetines,
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my silent friend. You should try it sonetine.’
"I'"d rather use an axe.

"Well, | guess I'll be leaving now, nmy Lords,' Talen
said. 'Was there anything you' d like to have nme pick up
for you - since I'll be out and about anyway?

' Keep your mind on what you're supposed to do,"

Sparhawk told him 'Just go and talk to Dol mant.'

"And be careful,' Kurik growl ed. 'You' re a disappointing
son sonetinmes, but | don't want to | ose you.'
"Sentimentality, father?' Talen said, affecting surprise
"Not really,' Kurik replied. '"just a certain sense of
responsibility to your nother.

"I''ll go with him' Berit said.

Tal en | ooked critically at the rangy novice. 'Forget it,

he said shortly. 'You'd just be in ny way. Forgive ne,
revered teacher, but your feet are too big and your

el bows stick out too far to nmove around quietly, and
don't have time to teach you how to sneak right now.

The boy di sappeared into the shadows al ong t he parapet.
"Where did you find that rare youth?' Bevier asked.

"You woul dn't believe it, Bevier,' Kalten replied. 'You
absolutely wouldn't believe it.'

"Qur Pandi on brothers are perhaps a bit nore worldly
than the rest of us, Bevier,' Tynian said sententiously.
"W who fix our eyes firmy on heaven are not so versed
in the seamer side of Iife as they are.' He | ooked piously
at Kalten. 'We all serve, however, and |I'msure that God
appreci ates your efforts, no matter how di shonest or
depraved.'

"Wll put,” Uath said with an absolutely straight face

The fire in the thatched roof continued to snoke and
steam as the church soldiers threw bucket after bucket of
water onto it during the next quarter of an hour
Gradual | y, by sheer dint of nunbers and the vol une of
water poured on it, the fire was quenched, |eaving the
owner of the stable benpaning the saturation of his store
of fodder, but preventing any spread of the flanes.
'Bravo, Captain, bravo!' Tynian cheered fromatoP the
wall. '"Don't overdo it,' Uath nuttered to him

"it's the first time |'ve ever seen any of those fellows do
anyt hing useful,' Tynian protested. 'That sort of thing
ought to be encouraged.'

"W could start some nore fires, if you'd like,'" the huge
Geni di an offered. 'We could keep them hauling water al
week. '

Tyni an tugged at one earlobe. 'No,' he said after a
monent' s thought. ' They might get bored when the

novelty wears off and decide to let the city burn.' He

gl anced at Kurik. 'Did the boy get away?' he asked.

"As slick as a snake going down a rat hole,' SparhawkS
squire replied, trying to conceal the note of pride in his

voi ce.

"Someday you'll have to tell us about why the |ad keeps calling you "father".'
"W mght get to that one day, mnmy Lord Tynian, ' Kurik

nmut t er ed.

As the first light of dawn crept up the eastern sky,
there cane the neasured tread of hundreds of feet sone
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di stance up the narrow street outside the front gate of the
chapt erhouse. Then the Patriarch Dol mant, astride a

white nmule, came into view at the head of a battalion or
more of red-liveried soldiers.

"Your Grace,' the soot-sneared captain who had been

bl ocki ng the gate of the chapterhouse excl ai ned, rushing
forward with a salute.

"You are relieved, Captain,' Dolmant told him ' You

may return with your men to your barracks.' He sniffed a
bit disapprovingly. 'Tell themto clean up,' he suggested.
'"They | ook |ike chi mey sweeps.

"Your Grace,' the captain faltered, "I was comanded

by the Patriarch of Coonbe to secure this house. May |
send to himfor confirmation of your Gace's counterorder?
Dol mant considered it. 'No, Captain,' he said. "I don't
think so. Retire at once.'

"But, your G ace!’

Dol mant sl apped his hands sharply together, and the
troops nmassed at his back noved into position, their pikes
advanced. 'Colonel,' Dolmant said in the nildest of tones
to the commander of his troops, 'would you be so good as
to escort the captain and his nmen back to their barracks?
"At once, your Grace,' the officer replied with a sharp
sal ute.

"And | think they should be confined there until they

are presentable.’

"OfF course, your Grace,' the colonel said soberly. "I
nmysel f shall conduct the inspection.'

"Meticul ously, Colonel - nost neticulously. The

honour of the Church is reflected in the appearance of
her soldiers.'

"Your Grace nmay rely upon ny attention to the nost

mnute detail,' the colonel assured him ' The honour of
our service is also reflected by the appearance of our

| ow i est soldier.

' God appreciates your devotion, Colonel.

"I live but to serve Hm your Grace.' The col one

bowed deeply.

Neither man snmiled nor w nked. ~

"Ch,' Dolmant said then, 'before you | eave, Col onel,
bring me that ragged little beggar boy. | think I'll |eave
himw th the good brothers of this order - as an act of
charity, of course.'

"COfF course, your Grace.' The col onel snapped his

fingers, and a burly sergeant dragged Tal en by the scruff
of the neck to the patriarch. Then Dol mant's battalion
advanced on the captain and his nmen, effectively pinning
them agai nst the high wall of the chapterhouse with their
pi kes. The sooty soldiers of the Patriarch of Coonbe were
qui ckly disarmed and then nmarched off under cl ose

guard.

Dol mant affectionately reached down and patted the

sl ender neck of his white nule, then he | ooked critically
up at the parapet. 'Haven't you left yet, Sparhawk?' he
asked.

"W were just making our preparations, your G ace.

The day wears on, ny son,' Dolnmant told him 'God's

wor k cannot be acconplished by sloth.'

"I''"ll keep that in mind, your Grace,' Sparhawk said

Then his eyes narrowed, and he stared hard down at

Talen. "G ve it back,' he commanded.
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"What ?' Tal en answered

a note of anguish in his voice.

"All of it. Every last bit.'

"But, Sparhawk -

"Now, Talen.'

Grunbling, the boy began to renove all manner of

smal |, val uable objects frominside his clothes, depositing
themin the hands of the startled Patriarch of Denvs.
"Are you satisfied now, Sparhawk?' he demanded a bit
sullenly, glaring up at the parapet.

"Not entirely, but it's a start. I'll know better after |
search you once you're inside the gate.

Tal en sighed and dug into several nore hidden

pockets, adding nore itens to Dol nant's al ready overfl ow ng
hands.

"l assume you're taking this boy with you, Sparhawk?

Dol mant asked, tucking his val uables inside his cassock
"Yes, your Grace,' Sparhawk replied

"Good. I'll sleep better knowing that he's not roam ng
the streets. Make haste, nmy son, and Godspeed.' Then

the patriarch turned his nule and rode on back up the
street.

1
*Chapt er 15

"At any rate,' Sir Tynian continued his obviously enbellished
account of certain adventures of his youth, 'the

| ocal Lamork barons grew tired of these brigands and

came to our chapterhouse to enlist our aid in exterm nating
them W had all grown rather bored with patrolling

the Zenoch border, and so we agreed. To be honest

about the whole thing, we |ooked upon the affair as
something in the nature of a sporting event - a few days
of hard riding and a nice brisk fight at the end.

Sparhawk |l et his attention wander. Tynian's conpul sive

tal king had been virtually uninterrupted since they

had | eft Chyrellos and crossed the border into the

sout hern ki ngdom of Canmoria. Although the stories

were at first amusing, they eventually grew repetitious.
To hear Tynian tell it, he had figured promnently in
every major battle and m nor skirm sh on the Eosian
continent in the past ten years. Sparhawk concl uded that
the Al ci one Kni ght was not so much an unabashed

braggart as he was an ingenious storyteller who put

hinself in the centre of the action of each story to give it a
certain inmediacy. It was a harm ess pastinme, really, and
it helped to make the mles go faster as they rode down
into Canmoria on the road to Borrata.

The sun was warmer here than it had been in El enia,

and the breeze that skipped puff-ball clouds across the

i ntensely blue sky snelled al most spring-like. The fields
around them untouched by frost, were stil green, and

the road unwound like a white ribbon, dipping into

val | eys and snaking up verdant hillsides. It was a good
day for a ride, and Faran was obvi ously enjoying hinself.
Spar hawk had al ready begun to make an assessnent

of his conpanions. Tynian was very nearly as happy-gol ucky
as Kalten. The sheer bul k of his upper torso,

however, and the professional way he handl ed his

weapons indicated that he would be a solid man in a

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (158 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

fight, should it cone to that. Bevier was perhaps a bit
nmore hi gh-strung. The Cyrinic Knights were known for
their formality and their piety. They were al so touchy.
Bevi er woul d need to be handl ed careful ly. Sparhawk
decided to have a word in private with Kalten. Hs
friend' s fondness for casual jesting m ght need to be
curbed where Bevier was concerned. The young Cyrinic,

t hough, woul d obvi ously al so be an asset in the event of
troubl e.

U ath was an enigma. He had a towering reputation,

but Sparhawk had not had many dealings with the

Geni di an Knights of far northern Thal esia. They were
reputed to be fearsone warriors, but the fact that they
wore chain nmail instead of steel-plate arnmour concerned
hima bit. He decided to feel out the huge Thal esian on
that score. He reined Faran in slightly to allow U ath to
catch up with him

"Nice norning,' he said pleasantly.

Uath grunted. CGetting himto talk might prove difficult.
Then, surprisingly, he actually vol unteered sonet hing.

in Thalesia, there's still two feet of snow on the
ground,' he said.

' That must be miserable.’

U ath shrugged. 'You get used to it, and snow makes

for good hunting-boars, stags, Trolls, that sort of thing.'
"Do you actually hunt Trolls?

"Sometimes. Every so often a Troll goes crazy. If he
comes down into the valleys where Elenes live and starts

killing cows - or people - we have to hunt hi mdown.'
"I'"ve heard that they're fairly |arge.
"Yes. Fairly.'

isn't it a bit dangerous to fight one with only chain

mai | arnour!’

"It's not too bad, really. They only use clubs. A man

m ght get his ribs broken sonetinmes, but that's about all.’
"Woul dn't full arnour be an advant age?

"Not if you have to cross any rivers - and we have a | ot

of rivers in Thalesia. A man can peel off a mail shirt even
if he's sitting on the bottomof a river. It nmight be alittle
hard to hold your breath |ong enough to get rid of a ful
suit of arnour, though.

' That nmakes sense.'

"we t hought so ourselves. W had a preceptor a while

back who thought that we should wear full arnour |ike the
other orders-for the sake of appearances. W threw one of
our brothers dressed in a nmail shirt into the harbour at
Ensat. He got out of his shirt and cane to the surface in
about a minute. The preceptor was wearing full arnour.

When we threw himin, he didn't come back up. Maybe he
found sonething nore interesting to do down there.

"You drowned your preceptor?' Sparhawk asked in

ast oni shnent .

"No," U ath corrected. 'Hi s arnour drowned him Then

we el ected Komi er as preceptor. He's got better sense

than to nake foolish suggestions like that.

"you Ceni di ans appear to be an independent sort of

order. You actually elect your own preceptors?

"Don't you?'

"Not really, no. W send a panel of nanes to the

H erocracy and |l et them do the choosing.

"W nake it easier for them W only send them one
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name.

Kal ten came back down the road at a canter. The big

bl ond man had been riding about a quarter of a nmile in
the lead to scout out possible danger. 'There's sonething
strange up ahead, Sparhawk,' he said tensely.

'How do you nean strange?

"There's a pair of Pandions at the top of the next hill."'
There was a slightly strained note in Kalten's voice, and
he was visibly sweating.

"Who are they?

"I didn't go up there to ask.'

Spar hawk | ooked sharply at his friend. 'Wat's the
matter?' he asked.

"I'"'mnot sure,' Kalten replied. "I just had a strong
feeling that | shouldn't go near them for sone reason.
think they want to talk with you. Don't ask me where

got that idea either.’

"Al'l right,' Sparhawk said. "I'Il go see what they want.'
He spurred Faran into a gallop and thudded up the | ong

sl ope of the road towards the hilltop. The two nounted
men wore bl ack Pandion arnour, but they gave none of

the customary signs of greeting as Sparhawk

approached, and neither of themraised his visor. Their
horses were peculiarly gaunt, al nost skel et al

"What is it, brothers?" Sparhawk asked, reining Faran

in a fewyards fromthe pair. He caught a nonentary

whi ff of an unpl easant snell, and for sone reason a chil
ran through him

One of the arnoured figures turned slightly and

pointed a steel-clad armdown into the next valley. He
did not speak, but appeared to be pointing at a w nterdenuded
el mgrove at one side of the road about a halfnile
farther on.

"I don't quite -' Sparhawk started, then he caught the
sudden glint of sunlight on polished steel anpbng the

spi dery branches of the grove. He shaded his eyes with
one hand and peered intently at the cluster of trees. He
saw a hint of novenent and another flash of reflected
light. "I see,' he said gravely. 'Thank you, ny brothers.
Woul d you care to join us in routing the anbushers
wai ti ng bel ow?'

For a |l ong noment, neither bl ack-arnoured figure
responded, then one of theminclined his head in assent.
They both noved then, one to either side of the road, and
sat their horses, waiting.

Puzzl ed by their strange behavi our, Sparhawk rode

back down the road to rejoin the others. 'W've got sone
troubl e up ahead,' he reported. 'There's a group of

armed nen hiding in a grove of trees in the next valley.'
" An anmbush?' Tyni an asked.

'Peopl e don't usually hide unless they' ve got sone

m schief in mnd.

"Could you tell how nmany there are?' Bevier asked,

| oosening his Lochaber fromits sling on his saddl ebow.
"Not really.'

"One way to find out,' Uath said, reaching for his axe
"Who are the two Pandi ons?' Kalten asked nervously.

'They didn't say.'

"Did they give you the same kind of feeling they gave
me?’
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"what kind of feeling?

"As if ny blood had just frozen.

Spar hawk nodded. "Sonething like that,' he admitted.
"Kurik,' he said then, '"you and Berit take Sephrenia
Flute, and Talen to some place out of sight.'

The squire nodded curtly.

"All right then, gentlenen,' Sparhawk said to the other
knights, 'let's go and have a | ook.

They started out at a rolling trot, five arnoured knights
mount ed on war horses and wielding a variety of

unpl easant -1 ooki ng weapons. At the top of the hill they
were joined by the two silent nmen in black arnour. Once
agai n Spar hawk caught the unpl easant snell, and once

again his blood ran strangely cold.

' Has anybody got a horn?' Tynian asked. 'W shoul d

| et them know we' re coming.'

U at h unbuckl ed one of his saddl ebags and t ook out

the curled and twi sted horn of sonme animal. It was quite
| arge and had a brass nmouthpiece at its tip.

"What kind of an aninal has horns like that?' Kalten
asked him

"Qgre,' Uath replied. Then he set the nouthpiece to

his lips and blew a shattering bl ast.

"For the glory of God and the honour of the Church!

Bevi er exclaimed, rising in his stirrups and flourishing
hi s Lochaber.

Spar hawk drew his sword and drove his spurs into

Faran's flanks. The big horse plunged eagerly ahead, his
ears |laid back and his teeth bared.

There were shouts of chagrin fromthe el mgrove as the
Church Kni ghts plunged down the hill at a gallop with
the grass whipping at the legs of their chargers. Then
per haps ei ghteen arnmoured nmen on horseback broke out

of their conceal nent and rode out into the open to neet
t he charge

"They want a fight!' Tynian shouted Jubilantly.

"Watch yourselves when we mix with them' Sparhawk
warned. ' There may be nore hiding in the grove!'

U ath continued to sound his horn until the | ast

moment. Then he quickly stuffed it back into his saddl ebag
and began to whirl his great war axe about his head.
Three of the anbushers had hel d back, just before the
two parties crashed together, they turned tail and rode
off at a dead run, flogging their horses in sheer panic.
The initial inmpact mght easily have been heard a mile
away. Sparhawk and Faran were slightly in the |ead,

with the others fanned out and back in a kind of wedge
formation. Sparhawk stood up in his stirrups to deliver
broad overhand strokes to the right and the left as he
crashed into the strangers. He split open a hel met and
saw bl ood and brai ns conme gushing out as the nan fel
stiffly out of his saddle. On his next stroke his sword
sheared through an uprai sed shield, and he heard a
scream as his blade bit into the armto which the shield
was strapped. Behind himhe could hear the sounds of
other bl ows and shrieks as his friends followed him

t hrough the nel ee.

Their rush through the centre of the anbushers left ten
down, killed or mained, but, as they whirled to attack
again, a hal f-dozen nore cane crashing out of the grOve
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to attack themfromthe rear.

'Go ahead!' Bevier shouted as he wheel ed his horse.

"I'"l'l hold these off while you finish the rest!' He raised his
Lochaber and char ged.

"Help him Kalten!' Sparhawk called to his friend, then
|l ed Tynian, Uath, and the two strangers agai nst the
dazed survivors of their first attack. Tynian's broadsword
had a nmuch wi der bl ade than those of the

Pandi ons and thus a great deal nore weight. That wei ght
made the weapon savagely efficient, and Tyni an cut
through flesh or arnour with equal ease. U ath's axe, of
course, had no finesse or subtlety. He hewed at nen as a
woodsman m ght hew at trees

Sparhawk briefly saw one of the two strange Pandi ons
rise in his stirrups to deliver a vast overhand bl ow. What
the knight held in its gauntleted fist, however, was not a
sword, but rather that same kind of gl ow ng ninbus that
had been given to Sephrenia in the shabby upstairs
apartnent in Chyrellos by the insubstantial ghost of Sir
Lakus. The ni nbus appeared to pass conpletely through
the body of the awkward nercenary the Pandi on faced.

The man's face went absolutely white, and he stared

down at his chest in horror, but there was no bl ood, and
his rust-splotched arnour remained intact. Wth a shriek
of terror, he threw his sword away and fled. Then
Sparhawk's attention was diverted by another eneny.

When the | ast of the anbushers had fallen, Sparhawk
wheel ed Faran to go to the aid of Bevier and Kalten, but
saw that it was largely unnecessary. Three of the nen
who had cone charging out of the el mgrove were

al ready down. Anot her was doubl ed over in his saddle
with both hands pressed to his belly. The other ~two were
trying desperately to parry the blows of Kalten's sword
and Bevier's Lochaber axe. Kalten feinted with his sword
then snoothly sl apped his opponent's weapon out of his
hand, even as Bevier |opped the head off his man with an
al nost casual backhand swi pe.

"Don't kill him' Sparhawk shouted to Kalten as the

bl ond man rai sed his sword

"But -' Kalten protested.

"I want to question him'

Kalten's face grew bl eak with di sappoi ntnment as

Spar hawk rode back across the littered turf towards him
and Bevi er.

Sparhawk reined Faran in. 'Get off your horse,' he told
the frightened and exhausted capti ve.

The man slid down. Like that worn by his fallen

conpani ons, his arnmour was a m sh-mash of unmat ched
pieces. It was rusty and dented in places, but the sword
Kal t en had knocked from his hand was polished and

shar p.

"You're a nercenary, | take it,' Sparhawk said to him
"Yes, ny Lord,' the fellow faltered in a Pel osian accent.
"This didn't turn out too well, did it? Sparhawk asked
in an al nost conradely fashion

The fell ow | aughed nervously, |ooking at the carnage
around him 'No, ny Lord, not at all the way we expected.
"You did your best,' Sparhawk said to him 'Now, we'll
need the nane of the man who hired you.'

"I didn't ask his name, ny Lord.'
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" Descri be himthen.

"I-1 cannot, ny Lord.'

This interviewis going to get a lot |ess pleasant,

I think,' Kalten said. 'Stand himin a fire,' U ath suggested.

"I'"ve always |iked pouring boiling pitch inside their
armour -slowy,' Tynian said.

" Thunmbscrews,' Bevier said firmy.

"You see how it is, neighbour,' Sparhawk said to the

now ashen-faced prisoner. 'You are going to talk. W're
here, and the man who hired you isn't. He night have
threatened you w th unpl easant things, but we're going

to do themto you. Save yourself a great deal of disconfort
and answer ny questions.'

"My Lord,' the man bl ubbered, "I can't - even if you
torture ne to death.'

Uath slid down from his saddl e and approached the
cringing captive. 'Ch, stop that,' the Genidian said. He
rai sed a hand, pal moutstretched, over the prisoner's
head and spoke in a harsh, grOAIl NG LANGUAGE Spar hawk
did not understand but uneasily suspected was not a
human tongue. The captured mercenary's eyes went

bl ank, and he fell to his knees. Falteringly and with
absolutely no expression in his voice, he began to speak
in the sane | anguage as U ath had.

"He's been bound in a spell,' the Genidian Knight
reported. 'Nothing we could have done to hi mwoul d
have made himtal k.

The nercenary went on in that dreadful |anguage,
speaki ng nore rapidly now.

"There were two who hired him' Uath transl ated,
hooded Styric and a man with white hair.

"Martel!' Calten excl ai ned.

"Very likely," Sparhawk agreed.

The prisoner spoke again.

"It was the Styric who put the spell on him' U ath said.
"I't"'s one I"'mnot famliar wth.

"I don't think | ameither,' Sparhawk adm tted. 'We'l

see if Sephrenia knows it.'

"Ch," U ath added, 'that's one other thing. This attack
was directed at her.

, What ?,

' The orders these nmen had were to kill the Styric

a

woman.
"Kalten!' Sparhawk barked, but the blond nman was

al ready spurring his horse.

"What about hinP' Tynian pointed at the prisoner

"Let himgo,' Sparhawk shouted as he gall oped off after
Kalten. 'Conme on.'

As they rode over the hilltop, Sparhawk | ooked back

The two strange Pandi ons were nowhere in sight. Then,
up ahead, he saw them A group of nen had surrounded
the rocky knoll where Kurik had hi dden Sephrenia and
the others. The two bl ack-arnoured knights were sitting
on their horses coolly between the attackers and the
knoll. They were nmaking no effort to fight, but nerely
stood their ground. As Sparhawk watched, one of the
attackers launched a javelin which appeared to pass
directly through the body of one of the bl ack-arnoured
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Pandi ons with no visible effect.

"Faran!' SParhawk barked. 'Run!' It was sonething he
seldomdid. He called upon Faran's loyalty instead of his
training. The big horse shuddered slightly, then
stretched hinself out in a run that quickly outdistanced
t he ot hers.

The attackers nunbered perhaps ten nen. They were
recoiling visibly fromthe two shadowy Pandi ons bl ocki ng
their path. Then one of them | ooked around and saw

Spar hawk descendi ng upon themwi th the others rushing

al ong behind him and he shouted a warning. After a
monent of stunned paral ysis, the shabby attackers bolted,
fleeing across the nmeadow, fleeing in a kind of paNic
Spar hawk had sel dom seen in professionals. He charged

up the side of the outcrop with Faran's steel -shod hooves
striking sparks fromthe stones. Just below the crest, he

reined in. "is everybody all right?" he called to KuriKk.
"we're fine," Kuric replied, |ooking over the hasty
breastwork of stone he and Berit had erected. "It was touch

and go until those two knights got here, though.' Kurik's
eyes | ooked a bit wild as he stared at the pair who had
warded of f the assailants. Sephrenia came up to the
breastwor k beside him and her face was deathly pale.
Sparhawk turned to the two strange Pandions. "I think

it's tine for introductions, brothers,' he said, 'and some
expl anations. '

The two made no reply. He |l ooked at thema bit nore

cl osely. The horses upon which they sat now appeared

even nore skeletal, and Sparhawk shuddered as he saw

that the aninmals had no eyes, but only vacant eye

sockets, and that their bones protruded through their
tattered coats. Then the two knights renoved their

hel mets. Their faces seened sonehow filny and

i ndistinct, alnost transparent, and they, too, were eyel ess.
One of them appeared very young, and he had
butter-coloured hair. The other was old, and his hair was
white. Sparhawk recoiled slightly. He knew bot h of

them he knew that they both were dead.

"sir Sparhawk,' the ghost of Parasimsaid, his voice

hol | ow and enotionl ess, 'pursue thy quest with

diligence. Time will not stay for thee.’

"Why have you," Sephrenia asked the two in a profoundly fornal tone
"returned fromthe House of the Dead?

Her voice was trenbling.

"Qur oath hath the power to bring us out of the

shadows if need be, little nother,' the form of Lakus
replied, his voice also hollow and void of all enotion.
"Qhers will also fall, and our conmpany will increase ere

the Queen returns to health.' The hol | ow eyed shade
turned then to Sparhawk. 'CGuard well our bel oved

nmot her, Sparhawk, for she is in grave peril. Should she
fall, our deaths are wi thout purpose, and the Queen will
die. '

"I will, Lakus,' Sparhawk prom sed.

"Know al so one last thing. In Ehlana's death, thou

shalt | ose nore than a queen. The darkness hovers at the
gate, and Ehlana is our only hope of light. ' Then the two
of them shi mered and vani shed.

The four other knights came charging up the rocky

slope and reined in. Kalten's face was pallid and he was
visibly trenbling. 'Wo were they?" he asked.
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"Parasi mand Lakus,' Sparhawk replied quietly.

' Parasi n? He's dead.'

'So's Lakus.'

' Ghost s?'

"So it would seem'

Tyni an di snrounted and pulled off his massive hel net.

He was al so pale and sweating. "I've dabbled at tines in
necromancy,' he said, 'though not usually by choice.
Usually a spirit has to be sumoned, but sonetines
they' |l appear on their own - particularly if they left
sonet hing i nportant unfinished."’

"This was inportant,' Sparhawk said bl eakly.

"Was there sonething el se you wanted to tell us,
Sparhawk?' U ath said then. 'You seemto have |eft

a few things out.'

Spar hawk | ooked at Sephrenia. Her face was stil

deathly pal e, but she straightened and nodded to him
Sparhawk took a deep breath. 'The spell that sustains

Ehl ana and keeps her sealed in that crystal was the result
of the conbined efforts of Sephrenia and twel ve

Pandi ons,' he expl ai ned.

"I'"d been sort of wondering how you did that,' Tynian
sai d.

There's only one problemw th it," Sparhawk continued
The Knights will die one by one until only

Sephrenia is left.'

"And then?' Bevier asked, his voice shaking.

"Then | will also depart,' Sephrenia replied sinply.

A stifled sob escaped the young Cyrinic. 'Not while
have breath,' he said in a choked voi ce.

"Sonmeone, however, is trying to speed things uP,'
Sparhawk went on. 'This is the third attenpt on
Sephrenia's life since we left Cmmura.'

"But | have survived them' she said as if they were of
no nonment. "were you able in any way to identify the
peopl e involved in this attack?

"Martel and sonme Styric,' Kalten told her. 'The Styric
had put a spell on the nercenaries to keep themfrom
tal king, but U ath broke it somehow. He spoke with a
prisoner in a language | didn't understand. The man
answered in the sane tongue.'

She | ooked inquiringly at the Thal esi an kni ght.

"W spoke in the | anguage of the Trolls,' Uath
shrugged. "It's a nonhuman tongue, so it circunvented
the spell.’

She stared at himin horror. 'You called upon the
Trol | - Gods?' she gasped.
"Sonmetimes it's necessary, Lady,
too dangerous, if you're careful.

Bevier's face was tear-streaked. 'An it please you, ny

he replied. "It's not

Lord Sparhawk,' he said, "I shall personally undertake

the protection of the Lady Sephrenia. | shall remain
constantly at this valiant |ady's side, and should there be
further encounters, | pledge you ny life that she shall not
be harned."'

A brief expression of consternation crossed
Sephrenia's face, and she | ooked appealingly at

Spar hawk.

"Probably not a bad idea,' he said, ignoring her
unspoken objection. "All right then, Bevier. Stay with
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her.'

Sephrenia gave hima w thering | ook

"Are we going to get the dead under the ground?
Tyni an asked.

Spar hawk shook his head. 'We don't have tinme to be
gravedi ggers. My brothers are dying one by one, and
Sephrenia's at the end of the list. If we see sonme

peasants, we'll tell them where the bodies are. The | oot
they'Il get will nore than pay for the digging. Let's nove
al ong."

Borrata was a university town that had grown up around
the stately buildings of the ol dest centre of higher

| earning in Eosia. On occasion in the past, the Church
had strongly urged that the institution be noved to
Chyrellos, but the faculty had al ways resisted that
notion, obviously desiring to maintain their independence
and t he absence of Church supervision

Spar hawk and hi s conpani ons took roons in one of

the local inns late in the afternoon on the day they
arrived. The inn was nore confortable and certainly

cl eaner than the roadside ones in which they had stayed
in Elenia and here in Cammori a.

The foll owi ng norni ng, Sparhawk put on his mail coat

and his heavy wool | en cl oak.

"do you want us to go with you?' Kalten asked as his
friend cane down into' the conmon roomon the main

floor of the inn.

"No,' Sparhawk replied. '"Let's not turn it into a parade.
The university isn't very far fromhere, and | can protect
Sephrenia al ong the way.'

Sir Bevier |looked as if he were about to protest. He had
taken his self-appointed role as Sephrenia's protector
very seriously, seldomnoving nore than a few feet from
her side during the journey to Borrata. Sparhawk | ooked
at the earnest young Cyrinic. "I know you've been
keepi ng wat ch outsi de her door every night, Bevier,' he
said. 'Wiy don't you get sone sleep? You won't be nuch
good to her - or the rest of us - if "you fall out of your
saddl e.'’

Bevi ers face stiffened.

"He didn't nmean it personally, Bevier,' Kalten said.

" Sparhawk just hasn't quite figured out the neani ng of
the word "diplomatic" yet. We're all hoping that sonmeday
it might come to him'

Bevier sniled faintly, then he laughed. "I think it night
take me sonme time to adjust to you Pandions,' he said.
"Look upon it as educational,' Kalten suggested.

"You know that if you and the Lady are successful in
finding that cure, we're likely to encounter all kinds of
trouble on the way back to Cnmura,' Tynian said to
Sparhawk. 'We'll probably run into whole arm es trying

to stop us.'

"Madel ,* U ath suggested cryptically, 'or SARINIUm'

"I don't quite follow,' Tynian adnmitted

' Those arm es you nmentioned wil try to block the road

to Chyrellos to keep us fromgetting there - and then on
into Elenia. If we ride south to either of those seaports,
we can hire a ship and sail around to Vardenais on the
west coast of Elenia. It's faster to travel by sea anyway.'
"Let's decide that after we find the cure,' Sparhawk said.
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Sephrenia came down the stairs with Flute. 'Are you
ready then?' she asked.

Spar hawk nodded.

She spoke briefly to Flute. The little girl nodded and
crossed the roomto where Talen sat. 'You' ve been

sel ected, Talen,' Sephrenia told the boy. 'Watch over her
while |I'mgone.’

"But -' he started to object.
"Just do as she says, Talen,' Kurik told himwearily.

"I was going to go out and have a | ook around.'

"No,' his father said, 'as a matter of fact, you weren't.'
Tal en's expression grew sulky. "Al'l right,' he said as
Flute clinbed up into his I|ap.

Since the university grounds were so close, Sparhawk
deci ded agai nst taking their horses, and he and
Sephreni a wal ked through the narrow streets of Borrata.
The small worman | ooked around. "I haven't been here in
a long tine," she murnured.

"I can't imagine what interest a university could hold
for you,' Sparhawk smiled, 'considering your views on

readi ng.'
"l wasn't studying, Sparhawk. | was teaching.'
"l shoul d have guessed, | suppose. How are you

getting on with Bevier?

"Fine - except that he won't let ne do anything for
mysel f - and that he keeps trying to convert me to the
Elene faith.' Her tone was slightly tart.

"He's just trying to protect you - your soul as well as
your person.'

"Are you trying to be funny?

He decided not to answer that.

The grounds of the University of Borrata were parklike,
and students and nenbers of the faculty strolled
contenpl atively across the well-kept |awns.

Spar hawk stopped a young man in a |ine-green

doubl et. ' Excuse ne, neighbour,' he said, but could you
direct me to the nedical college?
"Are you il?

"No. Afriend of mne is though.

" Ah. The physicians occupy that building over there.'
The student pointed at a squat-1ooking structure made of
grey stone.

Thank you, nei ghbour.

"l hope your friend gets better soon.

'So do we.'

When they entered the building, they encountered A
rotund man in a black robe.

' Excuse me, sir,' Sephrenia said to him 'Are you

a physi G an?"

"I am'

' Spl endi d. Have you a few nmonents?

The rotund man had been | ooki ng closely at Sparhawk.
Sorry,' he said curtly. "I'm busy.'

"Coul d you direct us to one of your coll eagues, then?
"Try any door,' he said, waving his hand and wal ki ng
qui ckly away from them

That's an odd attitude for a healer,' Sparhawk said.
"Every profession attracts its share of louts,' she
replied.

They crossed the antechanber and Sparhawk rapped
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on a dar k- pai nted door

"what is it?" a weary voice said.

"we need to consult a physician.

There was a | ong pause. 'Ch, all right, the weary voice
replied, 'cone in.'

Spar hawk opened the door and held it for Sephrenia.

The man seated behind the cluttered desk in the

roominside had deep circles beneath his eyes, and it appeared
that he had forgone shaving some weeks ago. 'Wat is

the nature of your illness?
he asked Sephrenia in a voice hovering on exhaustion. '
"I"'mnot the one who's il,"' she replied.

"Hm then?' The doctor pointed at Sparhawk. 'He

| ooks robust enough to ne.'

"No,' she said. "He's not ill either. W're here on behal f
of a friend.'

"l don't go to people's houses.'

"W weren't asking you to do that,' Sparhawk said.

"Qur friend lives sone distance away,' Sephrenia said,

"W thought that if we described her synptonms to you,

you might be able to hazard a guess as to the cause of her
mal ady. '

"l don't nake guesses,' he told her. shortly. 'Wat are
the synptons?

"Much like those of the falling-sickness,' Sephrenia

told him

"That's it, then. You've already nade the diagnosis
yoursel f.'

"There's a certain difference, however.'

"All right. Describe the differences.'

"There's a fever involved - quite a high one - and

prof use sweating.'

'These two don't match, little lady. Wth a fever, the
skinis dry.'
"Yes, | know.'

'Have you a nedi cal background?

"I"'mfamliar with certain fol k renedi es.

He snorted. 'My experience tells me that fol k renedies

kill nmore than they cure. What other synptons did you
notice?" Sephrenia neticul ously described the ilness that had

rendered Ehl ana conat ose.

The physician, however, seened not to be |istening,

but was staring instead at Sparhawk. H s eyes narrowed,
his face becane suddenly alert and his expression sly.

"I"'msorry,' he said when Sephrenia had finished. "I think
you' d better go back and take another | ook at your friend.
What you just described matches no known illness.' H's

tone was abrupt, even curt.

Spar hawk strai ghtened, clenching his fist, but
Sephrenia laid her hand on his arm Thank you for your
time, learned sir,' she said smoothly. 'Cone al ong then,
she tol d Sparhawk.

The two of them went back out into the corridor.

Two in a row,' Sparhawk muttered

Two what ?

'Peopl e with bad nmanners.

"It stands to reason, perhaps.'

"I don't follow you.'

There's a certain natural arrogance in those who
teach.'
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"You' ve never displayed it.'

"I keep it under control. Try another door, Sparhawk.

In the next two hours, they spoke with seven

" physicians. Each of them after a searching | ook at
Sparhawk' s face, pretended ignorance.

"I"'mstarting to get a peculiar feeling about this,' he
grow ed as they energed fromyet another office. 'They
take one | ook at me, and they suddenly beconme stupid -
or is that just ny imagination?

"I'"ve noticed that, too,' she replied thoughtfully.

"my face isn't that exciting, | know, but it's never struck
anyone dunb before.'

"its a perfectly good face, Sparhawk.'

"It covers the front of ny head. Wat else can you
expect froma face?

The physicians of Borrata seemless skilled than we'd
been led to believe.'

"we've wasted nore tine, then?

"W haven't finished yet. Don't give up hope.'

They came finally to a small, unpainted door set back

in a shabby al cove. Sparhawk rapped, and a slurred voice
responded, ' Go away.'

"W need your help, learned sir,' Sephrenia said.

'Go and bot her sonebody el se. |'m busy getting drunk
right now

'That does it!' Sparhawk snapped. He grasped the

door handl e and pushed, but the door was | ocked from
the inside. Irritably, he kicked it open, splintering the
frane.

The man inside the tiny cubicle blinked. He was a

shabby little nman with a crooked back and bl eary eyes.
"You knock very loudly, friend,' he observed. Then he
bel ched. 'Well, don't just stand there. Come in.' H's head
weaved back and forth. He was shabbily dressed, and his
wi spy grey hair stuck out in all directions.

'is there sonething in the water around here that

makes everybody so churlish?' Sparhawk asked acidly.

"I wouldn't know,' the shabby man replied. 'I never
drink water.' He drank noisily froma battered tankard.
" Cbviously.'

"Shall we spend the rest of the day exchanging insults,
or would you rather tell ne about your problen?' The
physi ci an squi nted nyopically at Sparhawk's face. 'So
you're the one,' he said.

' The one what ?'

'The one we aren't supposed to talk to."

"Wuld you like to explain that?

"A man cane here a few days ago. He said that it would
be worth a hundred gold pieces to every physician in the
building if you left enpty-handed.'

"What did he | ook Iike?

"He had a nilitary bearing and white hair.

"Martel ,' Sparhawk said to Sephreni a.

"W shoul d have guessed al nost i medi ately,' she
replied.

Take heart, friends,' the nessy little man told them
expansively. 'You' ve found your way to the finest
physician in Borrata.' He grinned then. 'M coll eagues
all fly south with the ducks in the fall going, "Quack
quack, quack." You couldn't get a sound nedical opinion
out of any one of them The white-haired man said that
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you' d describe sonme synptons. Sone | ady soneplace is

very il, | understand, and your friend - this Marttel you
mentioned - would prefer that she didn't recover. Wy
don't we disappoint hin?' He drank deeply fromhis
tankard

"you're a 'credit to your profession, good doctor,’
Sephreni a sai d.

"no. |I'ma vicious-mnded old drunkard. do you really
want to know why I'mwilling to help you? It's because
1"l enjoy the screans of anguish fromny coll eagues

when all that noney slips through their fingers.

That's as good a reason as any, | suppose,' Sparhawk

sai d.

"Exactly.' The slightly tipsy physician peered at Sparhawk's
nose. 'Wiy didn't you have that set when it got

broken?' he asked.

Spar hawk touched his nose. 'I was busy wth other
things. '
I can fix it for you if you'd like. All | have to do is take a

hamrer and break it again. Then | can set it for you.
Thanks all the sane, but |'mused to it now'

"Suit yourself. Al right, what are these synptons you

are here to describe?

Once agai n Sephrenia ran down the list for him

He sat scratching at his ear with his eyes narrowed.

Then he runmmaged t hrough the litter piled high on his

desk and pulled out a thick book with a torn | eather

cover. He leafed through it for several nonents, then
slamed it shut. 'Just as | thought,' he said triunmphantly.
He bel ched agai n.

"Wl | ?' Sparhawk said.

"Your friend was poi soned. Has she died yet?'

A chill caught at Sparhawk's stomach. 'No,' he replied.
'it'"s only a matter of tine.' The physician shrugged.

'it's a rare poison fromRender. It's invariably fatal.
Spar hawk cl enched his teeth. "i'mgoing to go back to

C nmura and di senbowel Annias,' he grated, 'with a

dull knife.' The disreputable little physician suddenly | ooked

interested. 'You do it this way,' he suggested. 'Make a
| ateral incision just below the navel. Then kick himover
backwards. Everything ought to fall out at that point.

" Thank you.'

"No charge. If you're going to do sonething, do it

right. | take it that this Annias person is the one you think
was responsi bl e?

" Undoubt edl y.'

'Go ahead and kill himthen. | despise a poisoner.

'is there an antidote for this poison? Sephrenia asked.
"None that | know of. |'d suggest talking with severa

physicians | know in C ppria, but your friend will be

dead before you coul d get back.'

'No,"' Sephrenia disagreed. "She's being sustained.

"i'd like to know how you managed that.'

"The lady is Styric,' Sparhawk told him "She has access
to certain unusual things.

"Magic. Does that really work?

"At tines, yes.'

"Al'l right, then. Maybe you do have tine.' The seedy-I| ooking
doctor ripped a corner off one of the papers on

hi s desk and dipped a quill into a nearly dry inkpot. 'The
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first two nanes here are those of a couple of fairly adept
physicians in Cippria,' he said as he scraw ed on the
paper. 'This last one is the nane of the poison.' He
handed t he paper to Sparhawk. 'Good |uck,' he said.

'Now get out of here so | can continue what | was doing
before you kicked in nmy door.

1
*Chapt er 16

' Because you don't | ook |like Rendors,' Sparhawk told

them 'Foreigners attract a great deal of attention there -
usual ly unfriendly. |I can pass for a native in Cppria. So
can Kuri k. Rendorish women wear veils, so Sephrenia's
appearance won't be a problem The rest of you are going
to have to stay behind.’

They were gathered in a |l arge roomon the upper fl oor

of the inn near the university. The roomwas bare with
only a few benches along the walls and no curtains at the
narrow wi ndow. Sparhawk had reported what the tipsy

physi cian had said and the fact that Martel had attenpted
subterfuge this time rather than a physical confrontation
We coul d put something on our hair to change the

colour,' Kalten protested. 'Wuldn't that get us by?

"It's the manner, Kalten,' Sparhawk explained. "I could
dye you green, and people would still know that you're

an El enian. The sane's nore or less true of the rest of
you. You all have the bearing of knights. It takes years to
erase that.'

"You want us to stay here, then?' U ath asked.

"No. Let's all go down to Madel,' Sparhawk decided. 'if
sonet hi ng unexpected conmes up in Cippria, | can get

word to you there faster.'

"I think you're overl ooki ng sonething, Sparhawk,"

Kalten said. 'We know that Martel's noving around

down here, and he's probably got eyes everywhere. |If we

all ride out of Borrata in full arnour, he'll know about it
before we cover half a | eague.'

"Pilgrins," Uath grunted cryptically.

"l don't quite follow you,' Kalten said, frowning

"if we pack our armour in a cart and dress in sober
clothes, we can join a group of pilgrins, and nobody's
going to give us a second glance.' He | ooked at Bevier

"Do you know very much about Madel ?' he asked.

"we have a chapterhouse there,' Bevier replied. "l visit

it fromtine to tine.'

"Are there any shrines or holy places there?

"Several. But pilgrins seldomtravel in winter.'

They do if they get paid. W'll hire sone - and a
clergyman to sing hymms as we go al ong.'

"It's got possibilities, Sparhawk,' Kalten said. 'Marte
doesn't really know which way we're goi ng when we

| eave here, so his spies are going to be spread fairly thin.
"How wi || we know this Martel person?' Bevier asked.
"Shoul d we encounter himwhile you're in C ppria,

mean?'

Kalten knows him' Sparhawk replied, 'and Tal en has

seen himonce.' Then he renenbered somnething. He

| ooked over at the boy, who was making a cat's cradle to
entertain Flute. 'Talen,' he said, 'could you draw pictures
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of Martel and Krager?'

"Of course.'

"And we can conjure up the inage of Adus as well,
Sephreni a added.

"Adus is easy,' Kalten said. 'Just put arnour on a babboon
and you've got him'

"Al'l right, we'll do it that way, then,' Sparhawk said. "Berit?"
"yes, Lord Sparhawk?

"Go and find a church sonewhere - a poor one. Talk

with the vicar. Tell himthat we'll finance a pilgrimge to
the shrines in Madel. Ask himto pick a dozen or so of his
needi est parishioners and to bring them here tonorrow
morning. We'll want himto come with us as well - to be
the caretaker of our souls. And tell himthat we'll make a
sizeable contribution to his church if he agrees.

"Wn't he ask about our notives, ny Lord?

"Tell himthat we've conmmitted a dreadful sin and want

to atone for it,' Kalten shrugged. 'Just don't be too
specific about the sin.'

"Sir Kalten!' Bevier gasped. 'You would lie to a

chur chman?'

"It's not exactly alie, Bevier. W've all comitted sins.
I'"ve sinned at |east a half-dozen tines this week already.
Besi des, the vicar of a poor church isn't going to ask too
many questions when there's a contribution involved.'
Sparhawk took a | eather pouch frominside his tunic.

He shook it a fewtimes, and a distinctive jingling sound
came fromit. "Al right, gentlenen,' he said, untying the
top of the pouch, 'we've reached the part of this service
you all enjoy the nost - the offertory. God appreciates a
generous giver, so don't be shy. The vicar will need cash
to hire pilgrinms.' He passed the pouch around.

"Do you think God mght accept a pronissory note?

Kal ten asked.

"CGod mght. | won't. Put something in the pouch,

Kal ten.'

The group that gathered in the innyard the follow ng
nmorning was uni formy shabby - w dows in patched
nmour ni ng, out-of-work artisans and several hungry
beggars. They were all nounted on weary nags or sl eepy-I| ooking
mul es. Sparhawk | ooked at them fromthe w ndow.

Tell the innkeeper to feed them' he said to Kalten
~there's quite a nunber of them Sparhawk.'

I don't want themfainting fromhunger a mle out of
town. You take care of that while | go and talk with the
vicar.'

"Anything you say.' Kalten shrugged. "Should | bathe
them too? Sone of them | ook a bit unwashed."'

That won't be necessary. Feed their horses and nul es

as well.'

"Aren't we being a little overgenerous?

"you get to carry any horse that coll apses

"Ch. I'll see to it right away, then.

The vicar of the poor church was a thin, anxious-I|ooking
man in his sixties. Hs silvery hair was curly and

his face was drawn and deeply lined with care. 'MWy
Lord,' he said, bowi ng deeply to Sparhawk.

' Pl ease, good vicar,' Sparhawk said to him 'just
"pilgrim is adequate. We are all equal in the service of

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (172 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

God. My conpanions and | wish sinply to join with your
good, pious folk and to journey to Madel that we may
worship at the holy shrines there for the solace of our
souls and in the certain know edge of the infinite nercy
of CGod.'

"Wll said - uh - pilgrim'

"Wuld you join us at table, good vicar?' Sparhawk
asked him "W will go many niles before we sl eep

toni ght.'

The vicar's eyes grew suddenly bright. "I would be
delighted, ny Lord - uhr pilgrim that is.'

The feeding of the Camorian pilgrins and their

mounts took quite sone tine and stretched the capacity

of the kitchen and the stable grain bins to a considerable
degr ee.

"I've never seen people eat so nuch,' Kalten grunbl ed.
Clad in a sturdy, unmarked cl oak, he swung up into hi S
saddl e just outside the inn.

'They were hungry,' Sparhawk told him '"At |east we

can see to it that they get a few good neals before they
have to return to Borrata.'

"Charity, Sir Sparhawk?' Bevier asked. '"isn't that a bit
out of character? The grimfaced Pandi ons are not noted
for their tender sensibilities.

"How little you know them Sir Bevier,' Sephrenia

mur mur ed. She nmounted her white palfrey, then held

out her hands to Flute, but the little girl shook her head,
wal ked over to Faran and reached out her tiny hand. The
big roan | owered his head, and she caressed his velvety
nose. Sparhawk felt an odd quiver run through his

mount's body. Then Flute insistently raised her hands to
the big Pandi on. Gravely, Sparhawk | eaned over and

lifted her into her accustomed place in front of the saddle
and enfol ded her in his cloak. She nestled against him
took out her pipes, and began to play that sane m nor

mel ody she had been playing when they had first found

her .

The vicar at the head of their colum intoned a bri ef

, prayer, invoking the protection of the God of the El enes
during their journey, an invocation punctuated by
questioning - even sceptical - trills fromFlute's pipes.

' Behave yoursel f,' Sparhawk whi spered to her. 'He's a

good man and he's doi ng what he thinks is right.

She roll ed her eyes roguishly. Then she yawned,

snuggling closer to him and pronptly went to sleep

They rode south out of Borrata under a cl ear norning

sky with Kurik and the two-wheeled cart containing their
armour and equi prent clattering al ong behind them

The breeze was gusty and it tugged at the ragged cl othing
of the pilgrins patiently plodding al ong behind their
vicar. Aline of |ow nountains lay to the west, touched
with snow on their peaks, and the sunlight glistened on
those white fields. Their pace as they rode seened to
Sparhawk | eisurely - even | ackadaisical - though the
panti ng and wheezi ng of the poor nounts of the pilgrins
was a fair indication that the beasts were being pressed as
hard as was possi bl e.

It was about noon when Kalten rode forward fromhis
station at the rear of the colum. 'There are riders comng
up behind us,' he reported quietly to avoid al arm ng
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nearby pilgrinms. 'They're pushing hard."'

"Any idea of who they are?

"They're wearing red.'

" Church soldiers, then.'

'"Notice how quick he is? Kalten observed to the
ot hers. 'How many?' Tyni an asked.'

"I't looks like a reinforced" platoon.

Bevi er | oosened his Lochaber axe in its sling.

' Keep that under cover,' Sparhawk told him 'The rest

of you hide your weapons as well.' Then he raised hiS

voi ce. 'Good vicar,' he called ahead. 'How about a hymm?
The nmiles go easier with sacred nusic for company.'’

The vicar cleared his throat and began to sing in a
rusty, off-key voice. Wearily, but responding automatically
to their pastor's lead, the other pilgrins joined in.
'Sing,' Sparhawk commanded his conpani ons, and

they all raised their voices in the famliar hym. As they
bawl ed their song, Flute lifted her pipes and pl ayed a
mocking little counterpoint.

"Stop that,' Sparhawk murnured to her. "And if there's
trouble, slide down and run out into that field."'

She roll ed her eyes at him

"Do as you're told, young lady. | don't want you

getting tranpled if there's a fight.'

The church sol di ers, however, pounded past the

columm of hymm-singing pilgrims with hardly a gl ance

and were soon lost in the distance ahead.

"Tense,' U ath comment ed.

"Truly,' Tynian agreed. 'Trying to fight in the mddle of
a cromd of terrified pilgrins m ght have been
interesting. '

"Do you think they were searching for us?" Berit asked.
"It's hard to say,' Sparhawk replied. "I wasn't going to
stop themto ask, though.

They noved sout hward towards Madel in easy stages to
conserve the sorry nounts of the vicar's parishioners,

and they arrived on the outskirts of the port city about
noon on the fourth day out of Borrata. Wen the town

came into view, Sparhawk rode forward to join the vicar

at the head of the colum. He handed the good nan a

pouch full of coins. "W'Ill be leaving you here,' he said.
"A matter has cone up that needs our attention.'

The vicar gave hima specul ative look. 'This was al
subterfuge, wasn't it, my Lord?' he asked gravely. "I may
be only the poor pastor of a poverty-stricken chapel, but I
recogni ze the manner and bearing of Church Knights

when | see them'

"Forgive us, good vicar,' Sparhawk replied. 'Take your
people to the holy places here in Madel. Lead themin
prayer and then see to it that they're well fed. Then
return to Borrata and use whatever noney is left as you
see fit.'

"And may | do this with a clear conscience, ny son?

'The cl earest, good pastor. My friends and | serve the
Church in a matter of gravest urgency, and your aid wll
be appreciated by the nenbers of the Hierocracy in
Chyrellos - nost of them at any rate.' Then Sparhawk
turned Faran around and rode back to his conpani ons.

"All right, Bevier,' he said. 'Take us to your chapterhouse.'
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| have been considering that, Sir Sparhawk,' Bevier
replied. 'Qur chapterhouse here is closely watched by
| ocal authorities and all manner of other fol k. Even
garbed as we are, we would surely be recogni zed.
Sparhawk grunted. 'You're probably right. Can you
think of any alternatives?

'Perhaps so. As it happens, | have a kinsnman - a
marqui s fromeastern Arcium- who has a villa on the
outskirts of the city. | have not seen himfor sonme years -

our fam ly disapproved of himbecause he's in trade - but
perhaps he will renmenmber nme. He's a good-natured

fellow, and if | approach himright, he nmight extend his
hospitality. '

"It's worth a try | guess. Al right. Lead the way.

They rode around the western outskirts of Madel to an
opul ent house surrounded by a low wall built of the |oca
sandstone. The house was set back some di stance from

the road and was surrounded by tall evergreens and

wel | -groomed | awns. There was a gravelled court

directly in front of the house, and they disnounted
there. A servant in sober livery energed fromthe house
and approached inquiringly.

"Woul d you be so good as to advise the marquis that his
second cousin, Sir Bevier, and several friends would |ike
to have a word with hin?' the Cyrinic inquired politely.
"At once, ny Lord.' The servant turned and re-entered

t he house.

The nman who energed fromthe house a few nonents

| ater was stout and had a florid face. He wore one of the
col ourful silk robes common in southern Camori a

rather than Arcian doubl et and hose, and his wel com ng
grin was broad. 'Bevier, he greeted his distant cousin
with a warm handcl asp. 'What are you doing in

Canmori a?"'

' Seeki ng refuge, Lycien,' Bevier replied. H s open

young face cl ouded nonentarily. 'The fam |y has not
treated you well, Lycien,' he adnitted. "I could not blame
you if you turned nme and ny friends away.

' Nonsense, Bevier. The decision to take up tradi ng was

m ne. | knew how the rest of the famly would feel about
it. I"'mdelighted to see you. You nentioned refuge?
Bevi er nodded. 'We're here on Church busi ness of

sone delicacy,' he said, 'and there are a few too nany
eyes wat ching the Cyrinic chapterhouse in the city. |
know it's a great deal to ask, but mght we inpose on
your hospitality?

"By all means, ny boy, by all neans.o Marquis Lycien

cl apped his hands sharply, and several groons cane out

of the stables. 'See to the nounts of these visitors and
their cart,' the marqui s ordered. Then he laid his hand on
Bevier's shoulder. '"Conme in,' he invited themall. 'MW
house is yours.' He turned and | ed the way through the

| ow, arched doorway and on into the house. Once they
were inside, they followed himto a pleasant roomw th

| ow, cushioned furniture and a fireplace where severa

| ogs crackled and snapped. 'Please, friends, sit,' Lycien
sai d. Then he | ooked specul atively at them 'This Church
busi ness of yours nust be very inportant, Bevier,' he
guessed. 'Judging fromtheir features, |'d say that your
friends represent all four of the mlitant orders.
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"Your eyes are sharp, Marquis,' Sparhawk told him

"Am | going to get in trouble over this? Lycien asked.
Then he grinned. 'Not that | care, mnd you. It's just that
I like to be prepared.

"It's not too likely,' Sparhawk assured him 'Particularly
if we're successful in our mssion. Tell ne, ny Lord,

do you have contacts in the harbour?

' Ext ensi ve ones, Sir -'

' Spar hawk, ' the Pandi on suppli ed.

' Chanpi on of the Queen of Elenia? Lycien |ooked
surprised. "I heard that you'd returned fromyour exile in
Rendor, but aren't you a bit far afield? Shouldn't you be
in CGmmura trying to' circunmvent the attenpts of the

Pri mate Anni as to depose your |ady?

"You're well informed, ny Lord,"' Sparhawk said.

"l have wi despread comercial contacts.' Lycien

shrugged. He wi nked at Bevier. 'That's what disgraced

me in the eyes of the famly. My agent and the masters of
my ships gather nuch information in the course of their
deal i ngs."'

"l gather, ny Lord, that you're not overly fond of the
Primate of G mmura?

"The man's a scoundrel .’

"Qur sentinments exactly,' Kalten agreed.

"Very well, then, ny Lord,' Sparhawk said. 'Wat

we're involved with is an attenpt to counter the grow ng
power of the primate. If we're successful, we can stop
himin his tracks. 1'd tell you nore, but it mght be
dangerous for you if you knew too many of the details.

"l can appreciate that, Sir Sparhawk,' Lycien said. 'Tel
me, in what way can | hel p?'

"Three of us need to go to Cippria,' Sparhawk replied.
'For the sake of your own safety, it might be better if we
were to take the ship of an independent sea captain

rat her than one of your own vessels. |If you could direct
us to such a captain and perhaps give us a discreetly
worded letter of introduction to him we can take care of
the rest.'

' Spar hawk,' Kurik said sharply, |ooking around the

room 'what happened to Tal en?

Spar hawk turned quickly. "I thought he was bringing
up the rear when we cane in.'
"So did I.'

"Berit,' Sparhawk said, 'go and find him'

"At once, ny Lord.' The novice hurried fromthe room
"Sonme problen?' Lycien asked.

"A wayward boy, cousin,' Bevier told him 'From what

I gather, he needs to be watched rather closely.

"Berit will find him' Kalten |aughed. "I have a great

deal of confidence in that young man. Tal en nmay cone

back with a few bunps and contusions, but |I'msure

they'll be very educational for him'

"Well, if it's all under control, then,' Lycien said, 'why
don't | send word to the kitchen? |I'm sure you're hungry
And in the neantine, perhaps sone wi ne?' He assuned

a pious expression that was obviously feigned. "I know
that the Knights of the Church are abstenious, but a

touch or so of wine is good for the digestion, or so |'ve
heard."'

"I've heard that, too,

Kal t en agreed.
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"Could | prevail upon you for a cup of tea, ny Lord?'
'O course, madame,' Lycien replied jovially. "I should
have t hought of that nysel f.'

It was midafternoon when Berit returned with Talen in
tow. 'He was down near the harbour,' the novice
reported, still firmy holding the boy by the neck of his
tunic. "I searched himthoroughly. He hadn't had time to
steal anything.'

"I just wanted to |look at the sea,' the boy protested.
"I've never seen the sea before.’

Kurik was grimy removing his wide | eather belt.

"Now, wait a minute, Kurik,' Talen said, struggling to
free hinself fromBerit's grasp. 'You wouldn't really do
that, would you?

"Watch ne.’

"l picked up some information,' Talen said quickly. "If

you thrash ne, I'll keep it to nyself. ' He | ooked appealingly
at Sparhawk. "It's inmportant,' he said. 'Tell himto put his
belt back on and I'Il let you know what | found out.'

"Al'l right, Kurik,' Sparhawk said. 'Let it pass - for the
monent anyway.' Then he | ooked sternly at the boy.

This had better be good, Talen,' he threatened.

"It is, Sparhawk. Believe ne.'

‘Let's have it.'

"Wll, | was going down this street. As | said, | wanted
to see the harbour and all the ships and things. Anyway,
I was passing a wine shop and | saw a man com ng out.'
"Amazing,' Kalten said. 'Do people in Madel actually
frequent w ne shops?'

"You both know this man. It was Krager, the one you

had me watching in CGnmura. | followed him He went

into a shabby-1ooking inn down by the waterfront. | can
take you there if you want.'

"Put your belt back on, Kurik,' Sparhawk sai d.

"Do we have tinme for this? Kalten asked.

"I think we should make time. Martel's already tried to
interfere with us a couple of times. If it was Annias who
poi soned Ehlana, he'll definitely want to keep us from
finding any kind of antidote. That means that Martel will
try to get to Cippria before | do. W can wing that

i nformati on out of Krager if we can catch him'

"W'll go with you,' Tynian said eagerly. 'This whole

thing will be easier if we can cut Annias' hands off here in
Madel .
Spar hawk considered it, then shook his head. "I don't

think so,'" he said. 'Martel and his hirelings know Kalten
and ne. He doesn't know the rest of you. If the two of us
can't catch up with Krager, you'll all be |ooking around
Madel for him That's going to be easier if he doesn't
know what you | ook like."’

' Makes sense,’' U ath agreed.

Tyni an | ooked profoundly di sappoi nted. "Somretines

you think too nmuch, Sparhawk,' he said.

"It's a trait of his,' Kalten told him

"WIIl these cloaks of ours attract any attention in the
streets of Madel, ny Lord?' Sparhawk asked the marquis.
Lyci en shook his head. "it's a port city,' he said. 'There
are people here fromall over the world, so two nore
strangers won't attract that rmuch notice.'

' Good,' Sparhawk said. He started towards the door
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with Kalten and Talen at his heels. 'W should be back
before long,' he said.

They left their horses behind and went into the city on
foot. Madel was situated on an estuary, and the snell of
the sea was very strong, carried inland by a stiff onshore
breeze. The streets were narrow and crooked and grew

i ncreasingly run-down as the two knights and the boy
approached the harbour.

"How far is this inn? Kalten asked.

"Not too nuch farther,' Talen assured him

Spar hawk stopped. 'Did you get the chance to | ook

around a bit after Krager went inside? he asked the boy.
‘no. | was going to, but Berit caught ne before |I had
time. '

"Why don't you do it now? If Kalten and | go marching

up to the front door and Krager happens to be watching,
he' Il be out the back door before we get inside. See if you
can find that back door for us.'

"Right,' Talen said, his eyes sparkling with excitenent.
He scurried off down the street.

"CGood lad there,' Kalten said, 'in spite of his bad
habits.' He frowned. 'How do you know this inn has a

back door?' he asked.

"Every inn has a back door, Kalten - in case of fire if
not hi ng el se.'

"l guess | hadn't thought of that.

When Tal en returned, he was running as hard as he

coul d. There were about ten men chasing him in the

| ead, roaring unintelligibly, was Adus.

"Look out!' Talen shouted as he ran Past.

Spar hawk and Kalten whi pped their swords out from

under their cloaks and stepped slightly apart to neet the
charge. The nen foll ow ng Adus were shabbily dressed

and carried a variety of weapons, rusty swords, axes, and
spi ked maces.

"Kill them' Adus bell owed, slowi ng slightly and waving his men on

The fight was short. The nen rushing up the narrow
street appeared to be comon waterfront roughnecks,

and they were no match for the two trained knights. Four
of them were down before the others realized that they
had made a tactical blunder. Two nore coll apsed onto
the bl oody stones before the rest could turn to flee. Then
Spar hawk | eapt over the spraw ed bodi es and rushed at
Adus. The brute parried the knight's first stroke, then
seized his sword hilt in both hands and flailed at
Sparhawk with it. Sparhawk easily defl ected those bl ows
and countered deftly, inflicting painful cuts and bruises
on his opponent's nmiled ribs and shoul ders. After a
monent, Adus fled, running hard and clutching at his
side with a bl oody hand.

"why didn't you chase hinf' Kalten demanded,

com ng up puffing and with his bl ood-sneared sword

still in his hand.

' Because Adus can run faster than | can,' Sparhawk
shrugged. "I've known that for years.

Tal en canme back down the street, breathing hard. He

| ooked admiringly at the hacked and bl eedi ng bodi es
sprawl ed on the cobbl estones. 'Well done, ny Lords,' he
congratul ated them
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"what happened?' Sparhawk asked.

I went on past the inn.' Talen shrugged. 'Then | went
around the back. That big one who just got away was
hiding in the alley with these others. He nmade a grab for
me, but | dodged. Then | ran.'

' Good thinking,' Kalten said.

Spar hawk sheathed his sword. 'Let's get away from
here,' he said.

"Way not follow Adus?' Kalten asked.

'Because they're setting traps for us. Martel's using
Krager as bait to lead us around by the nose. That's
probably why we keep finding himso easily."'

"Wul d that nean that they can recognize ne as well?'
Tal en sounded shocked.

"Probably,' Sparhawk said. 'They found out that you
were working for ne in G nmura, remenber? Krager
probably knew that you were foll owi ng hi maround and
gave your description to Adus. Adus may not have a
brain, but his eyes are sharp.' He nuttered an oath.
"Martel's even nore clever than | thought, and he's
starting to irritate ne.'

"It's about tine,' Kalten nmurnured as they started back
up the crooked street.

PART THREE
Dabour

*Chapt er 17

A purple twilight was settling in the narrow streets of
Madel , and the stars were com ng out. Sparhawk,

Kal ten, and Tal en noved through the narrow, crooked
streets, frequently turning corners and occasionally even
doubling back to throw off anyone who ni ght possibly

be follow ng them

"Aren't we being just a little overcautious? Kalten said
after about a hal f-hour.

‘Let's not take any chances with Martel,' Sparhawk
replied. '"He's entirely capable of throwing a few people
away just for the chance to hunt us down. |'d rather not

wake up in the mddle of the night to find Lycien's house
surrounded by nercenari es.

'You' ve got a point there, | suppose.'’
They slipped out through the west gate of Madel as the
light faded even nore. "in here,' Sparhawk said as they

passed a thicket sone distance up the road. 'Let's wait for
a while and nake sure that no one's trying to follow us.'
They crouched down anmong the rustling saplings and

peered back along the road | eading dowmn to the city. A

sl eepy bird sonewhere in the thicket nuttered conpl ainingly,
and then an ox cart wth creaking wheels

passed, rummbling slowy down the road towards Madel

"It's not too |ikely that anybody's going to | eave town
this close to nightfall, is it? Kalten asked quietly.
"That's what |'mcounting on,' Sparhawk told him

" Anybody who cones out now probably has serious

busi ness.'

"And the business could be us, right?

"I't's altogether possible.'

A creaking sound cane fromthe city, followed by

a dull boomand the rattling of a heavy chain.
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' They' ve just closed the gate,' Tal en whi spered.

"That was what | was waiting for,' Sparhawk said,
rising to his feet. 'Let's go.

They energed fromthe thicket and continued on al ong
the road. Stands of trees |ooned up out of the darkness
on either side, and clunps of shadowy bushes lined the
edges of the fields stretching off into the night. Talen
nervously stayed close to the two knights, his eyes
darting this way and that.

"What's the matter, boy?' Kalten asked him

"I'"ve never been out in the countryside after dark

before,' Talen explained. 'is it always this black?
The bl ond man shrugged. 'That's why they call it
ni ght.'

"Why doesn't sonebody put up sone torches?' Tal en
conpl ai ned.

"What for? So the rabbits can see where they're going?
Lycien's house stood in the deep shadows of the
surroundi ng evergreens with only a single torch at the
gate. Talen was visibly relieved when they wal ked into
the gravelled yard in front of the entrance.

"Any luck?" Tynian asked, energing fromthe main
entrance.

"W ran into sone trouble,' Sparhawk replied. 'Let's

go inside.'

"I told you that you should have let the rest of us cone
al ong,' the bul ky-shoul dered Al ci one said accusingly as
they entered the building.

"I't wasn't that nuch trouble,' Kalten assured him

The others were waiting in the large roomto which

Lycien had first led them Sephrenia rose to her feet,

| ooking closely at the bl ood spatters on the two Pandi ons
cloaks. 'Are you all right?" she asked, her voice mrroring
her concern.

"W ran into a group of sportive fellows," Kalten

replied lightly. He | ooked down at his cloak. 'The blood is
all theirs.'

"What happened?' she asked Spar hawk.

"Adus tried to anmbush us when we got to the inn,' he

told her. 'He had a group of waterfront toughs with him'
He paused reflectively. 'You know, we've been running
across Krager just about every tinme we turn around.

Once - or even twice - night have been sheer coincidence,
but it's starting to happen just a little too

frequently, and every tine we try to follow him there's
sone kind of anbush.’

"You think it's deliberate? Tynian asked.

"I't's beginning to | ook that way, isn't it?

"Wuld this Martel put a friend in such danger?' Bevier
sounded surprised.

‘"Martel doesn't have any friends,' Sparhawk told him
"Adus and Krager are hirelings, nothing nore. They're
useful, but he feels no particular attachnent for them |
don't think he'd shed nany tears if sonething happened to
Krager.' He began to pace up and down, staring thoughtfully
at the floor. 'Maybe we can turn the tables on him' He

| ooked at Kalten. 'Wiy don't you |let yourself be seen in the
streets of Madel ?' he suggested. 'Don't take too many
chances, but |et people know you're in town.'

"Why not?' Kalten shrugged.

Tynian grinned. 'Martel and his hirelings don't know

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (180 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

the rest of us, so we can sort of loiter along behind Kalten
wi thout attracting attention. Is that the idea?

Spar hawk nodded. "if they think Kalten's alone, it

m ght bring themout into the open. I'mgetting a little
tired of Martel's gane, so naybe it's tine for us to play a
few of our own.' He | ooked at Bevier's cousin. 'How
excited do the | ocal authorities get about street braw s,
my Lord?' he asked.

Lyci en |l aughed. 'Madel is a seaport, Sir Sparhawk.
Brawing is second nature to sailors. The authorities don't
pay nmuch attention to their little scuffles - except to renove
the bodi es, of course. Public sanitation, you understand.
' Good.' Sparhawk | ooked at his friends. 'You may not

get a chance at Krager or Adus, but you m ght be able to
divide Martel's attention. That could be what it takes to
get Kurik and Sephrenia and nme aboard a ship unnoticed.
I'd rather not have to keep | ooking over ny

shoul der when we get to Cippria.

"About the only tricky part is going to be getting you to
the harbour w thout being seen,' Kalten said.

"It won't be necessary to go to the harbour,' Lycien
said. "I have sonme warehouses on the river about five
mles fromhere. A fair nunber of independent sea
captains deliver cargoes to ne there, and |'msure
arrangenents for your passage can be made w thout any
need for going into the city.

"Thank you, ny Lord,' Sparhawk said. 'That solves that
probl em'

"When do you plan to | eave?' Tyni an asked.

"I don't see nmuch point in delaying.'

" Tonorrow, then?

Spar hawk nodded.

"I need to talk with you, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia said.
"Would you mind comng to ny roon®'

He foll owed her out of the door, slightly puzzled. "is it
sonmet hing we can't discuss in front of the others?" he
asked her.

"It mght be better if they don't hear us arguing.

"Are we going to argue?

"Probably.' She opened the door to her roomand |ed
himinside. Flute sat cross-1legged on the bed, her dark
eyebrows knit in concentration as she wove the intricate
mesh of a cat's cradle out of a strand of wool yarn. It was
far nore conplex than the one Tal en had nmade when he

had denponstrated it to her. She | ooked up, smled at

them and proudly extended her little hands to show

t hem her handi wor k.

"She'll be going with us,' Sephrenia said.

"Absolutely not!' SParhawk said sharPly.

"I told you we'd argue about this.

"it's an absurd idea, Sephrenia.

"W all do many absurd things, dear one.' She sniled
affectionately at him

"Don't do that,' he said. 'You're not going to win ne
over that way.'

"don't be tiresone, Sparhawk. You've been around

her | ong enough to know that she al ways does what she
decides to do, and she's decided that she's going with us
to Rendor.'

"She won't if | have anything to say about it.
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That's the whol e point, Sparhawk. You don't. You're
dealing with somet hing you can't understand. She's

going to cone with us in the end anyway, so why not just
give in gracefully?

"Graceful ness is not one of ny strong points.'

"I've noticed."'

"All right, Sephrenia,' he said flatly. 'just who is she,
anyway? You recogni zed her the first nmonent we saw

her, didn't yoU?'

"Of course.'

"why of course? She's only about six years old, and you
haven't |eft us Pandi ons for generations. How could you
possi bly know her?

She sighed. 'Elene |logic always clouds an issue with
facts. The child and | are kindred in a rather peculiar
sense of the word. W& know each other in a way you
couldn't begin to conprehend."'

" Thanks,' he said dryly.

"I"'mnot belittling your intelligence, dear one,' she told
him 'but there's a part of Styric life you' re not prepared
to accept either intellectually or philosophically.

He frowned slightly, his eyes narrowed in thought.

"All right, Sephrenia,' he said, 'let me have a try at the
El ene logic you're so fond of disnmissing. Flute is a child,
hardly nore than a baby.'

The little girl made a face at him

He ignored that and went on. "She suddenly appeared

in an uni nhabited regi on near the Arcian border far from
any kind of human habitation. We tried to | eave her at
that nunnery south of Darra, and she not only managed

to escape but also got a goodly distance ahead of us even
though we were travelling at a gallop. Then she somehow
managed to persuade Faran to |let her on his back,

and Faran won't | et anybody near himexcept nme unless

tell himto. Wen she nmet Dol mant, you could tell by his
face that he sensed sonmething very unusual about her

Not only that, you bully full-grown knights like a drillsergeant,
but any tine Flute decides to do sonething or

go sonepl ace, you give in without a fight. Wuldn't you
say that all of that suggests that she's not an ordinary

chi | d?'

"You're the one who's exercising this logic. | wouldn't
dream of interfering.'

"All right then. Let's see where logic takes us. |'ve seen

a fair nunber of Styrics. Wth the exception of you and
the other magicians, they're all fairly prinmtive and not
very bright - no offence intended, of course.'

"OfF course.' Her expression was anused.

"Since we've already established the fact that Flute

is not an ordinary child, what does that |eave us?
"what woul d be your guess, Sparhawk?

'Since she's not ordinary, she nust be special. In
Styricum that can only nmean one thing. She's a
magi ci an. Not hing el se could explain her.'

She appl auded ironically. 'Excellent, Sparhawk,' she
congratul ated him

"But that's inpossible, Sephrenia. She's only a child.
She hasn't had tinme to learn the secrets.’

"Some few are born with that know edge. Besi des,

she's ol der than she | ooks.'

' How ol d?
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"you know that | won't tell you that. The know edge of

the exact nmonent of one's birth can be a powerful

weapon in the hands of an eneny.'

A di sturbing thought came to him 'You're preparing

for your own death, aren't you, Sephrenia? If we fail, the
twel ve Pandi ons who were in the throne roomwi th you

will die one by one, and then you'll die, too. You're
preparing Flute to be your successor.

She | aughed. 'Now that, dear Sparhawk, is a very
interesting idea. |I'Msurprised you cane up with it,
considering the fact that you're an El ene.

"that's a very irritating habit you've picked up lately,
you know? Don't try to be nysterious with ne,

Sephrenia, and don't treat nme like a child just because |'m
el ene. "'

I"lI'l try to renmenber that. You'll agree to let her cone
with us, then?

"do | have any choice?

"no. As a matter of fact, you don't.’'

They rose early the next nmorning and gathered in the
dewdrenched yard in front of Marquis Lycien's house.

The newy risen sun was very bright, and it slanted down
through the trees, casting the peculiarly bl uish-col oured
shadows of early norning.

"Il get word to you fromtinme to tine,' Sparhawk told

t hose who were renmi ni ng behi nd.

'Be careful down there, Sparhawk,' Kalten said.
"I'"'m al ways careful.' Sparhawk swung hinself up onto
Faran's back.

' Codspeed, Sir Sparhawk,' Bevier said.

" Thank you, Bevier.' Sparhawk | ooked around at the

other knights. 'Don't be so glumgentlenen,' he told them
"if we're lucky, this won't take very long.' He | ooked at
Kalten again. "if you run into Martel, give himny regards."'
Kalten nodded. 'Wth an axe in the face, | think.'

Mar qui s Lycien nounted a fat bay horse and led the

way out onto the road which passed his house. The

nmor ni ng was crisp, though not actually cold. Spring,

Spar hawk deci ded, was not very far off. He shifted his
shoul ders slightly. The sober businessnman's doubl et
Lycien had lent himdid not really fit very well. It bound
in some places and was unconfortably | oose in others.
"W' Il turn off just up ahead,' Lycien told them
"There's a track through the woods that | eads down to ny
wharves and the little settlenent that's grown up around
them WII you want nme to bring your horses back after
you go on board ship?

"No, ny Lord,' Sparhawk replied. "I think we'll take
themwith us. We don't know exactly what's going to
happen in Rendor. We mi ght need dependabl e nounts,

and |'ve seen what passes for a horse in G ppria.

What Lycien had nodestly called a 'little settlenent’
turned out to be a fair-sized village conplete with

shi pyards, houses, inns and taverns. A dozen vessels

were noored at the wharves w th | ongshorenen swarm ng
over them

"Quite an operation, my Lord,' Sparhawk said as they

rode down the nuddy street towards the river

‘"One has had a certain success,' Lycien said deprecatingly.
He smiled. 'Besides, | save enough in noorage fees
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to offset nore than the cost of keeping the place up.' He
| ooked around. 'Wiy don't you and | step into that

tavern over there, Sir Sparhawk?' he suggested. 'The

i ndependent sea captains favour that one.'

"Al'l right,' Sparhawk agreed.

"I''"ll introduce you as Master Cluff,' Lycien said as he
swung down fromhis bay. "It's not nuch of a nane, 1'lI
admt, but it's fairly nondescript, and |'ve discovered
that seafaring nmen love to talk, but they' re not always
very selective in their choice of listeners. 1've gathered
that you mght prefer to keep this business of yours nore
or less confidential.

"You're perceptive, ny Lord,' Sparhawk replied, also

di smounting. 'This shouldn't take too long,' he said to
Kuri k and Sephreni a.

"isn't that what you said the last tine you went to
Rendor ?' Kurik asked him

"W can all hope that this tinme mght be different.

Lycien led the way into a rather sedate wharfside

tavern. The ceiling was |ow, with dark, heavy beans
decorated here and there with ships' lanterns. There was
a broad wi ndow near the front, and gol den norning

sunlight streaned in through it, setting the fresh straw
on the floor to gleam ng. Several substantial-Iooking nmen
of middle years sat at a table by the w ndow, talking over
bri mm ng tankards. They | ooked up as the marquis | ed
Sparhawk to their table. 'My Lord,' one of themrespectfully
greeted Lycien.

"CGentlenen,' Lycien said, '"this is Master Cluff, an

acquai ntance of mine. He's asked nme to introduce him

They all | ooked at Sparhawk inquiringly.

"I have a bit of a problem gentlenen,' Sparhawk told
them 'May | join you?

'Have a seat,' one of the sea captains, a solid-Iooking
man with silver-shot hair, invited.

"I''"ll leave you gentlenen then,' Lycien said. 'There's
sonet hing that needs ny attention.' He inclined his head
slightly, turned, and went back out of the tavern

"He probably wants to see if there's sone way he can
raise the nooring fees,' one of the captains said wyly.
"My nane's Sorgi,' the captain with the curly hair

i ntroduced hinself to Sparhawk. 'Wat's this problem

you nentioned, Master Cuff?’

Spar hawk coughed slightly as if a little enbarrassed.
"Wll,' he said, '"it all started a few nonths ago.
happened to hear about a lady who lives not far from
here,' he began, enbellishing as he went along. 'Her
father is old and very wealthy, so the lady stands to
inherit a sizeable estate. One of ny problens has al ways
been the fact that | have sone expensive tastes and very
little in ny purse to support them It occurred to ne that a
rich wife mght solve that problem’

'That makes sense,’' Captain Sorgi said. 'That's about

the only reason | can think of for getting married at all."'
"I couldn't agree nore,' Sparhawk replied. 'Anyway, |
wote her a letter pretending that we had sone nutua
friends, and | was a little surprised when she answered
my letter with a great deal of warnmth. Qur letters grew
nmore and nore friendly, and she finally invited ne to cal
on her. | went even deeper in debt to ny tailor and set out
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for her father's house in high spirits and splendid new
cl othes. '

"Sounds to ne as if everything was going according to

pl an, Master Cluff,' Sorgi said. 'Wat's this probl em of
your s?'

"I"'mjust getting to that, Captain. The lady is of niddle

years and very wealthy. If she were even renptely
present abl e, soneone woul d have snapped her up years
ago, so | didn't have ny hopes too high on that score.

assuned that she was plain -perhaps even honely. | had
not, however, expected a horror.' He feigned a shudder.
"CGentl enen, | cannot even describe her to you. No matter

how rich she was, it wouldn't have been worth waki ng
up to that every norning. We spoke together briefly -
about the weather, |I think - and then | nade ny

apol ogi es and |l eft. She has no brothers, so | wasn't
worried about the possibility of someone | ooking me up
to object to ny bad manners. Wat | didn't count on,
though, was all her cousins. She's got a whol e pl atoon of
them and they've been follow ng me for weeks now '
"They don't want to kill you, do they? Sorgi asked.
"No,' Sparhawk replied in an angui shed tone. ' They
want to drag ne back and force nme to marry her.'

The captains all roared with |laughter, pounding on the

table in glee. "I think you' ve outsmarted yoursel f, Mster
Cuff,' one of themsaid, wiping the tears of mrth from
his eyes.

Spar hawk nodded glumy. 'You're probably right,' he

adm tted

" You shoul d have found sone way to get a | ook at her
before you sent the first letter,' Sorgi grinned.
"I know that now,' Sparhawk agreed. 'Anyhow, | think

it'stine | left the country for a while until the cousins
stop looking for ne. |I've got a nephew living in Cppriain
Rendor who's been doing fairly well of late. I'"'msure | can
i mpose on himuntil | can get ny feet on the ground

again. Is it possible that one of you gentlenmen night be
sailing there soon? 1'd like to book passage for myself and
a couple of famly retainers. 1'd go to the main docks in
Madel , but 1've got a strong feeling that the cousins are
wat chi ng t hem

"What say you, gentlenmen?' Captain Sorgi said

expansi vely. "Shall we help this good fell ow out of his

pr edi canent ?

"I'"mgoing to Rendor, right enough,' one of the others
replied, "but I'"'mconmtted to Jiroch.

Sorgi thought about it. "I was going to Jiroch nyself,"’

he nmused, 'and then on to C ppria, but |I mght be able to
rearrange ny schedule just a bit."'

"I won't be able to help,' a rough-voiced sea captain
grow ed. 'My ship's having her bottom scraped. | can give
you sone advice, though. If these cousins are watching the
mai n wharves in Madel, they' re probably watching these

as well. Everybody in town knows about Lycien's docks
here.' He tugged at one earlobe. "I've smuggled a few
peopl e out of a few places in ny tine - when the price was
right.' He | ooked at the captain who was bound for Jiroch
"When do you sail, Captain Mabin?

"Wth the noon tide.'

"And you?' the hel pful captain asked Sorg
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' The sane.
"Good. If the cousins are watching the docks here, they
may try to hire a ship and follow our bachel or friend.
Have hi m openly board Mabin's ship. Then, when

you' re downriver a ways and out of sight, transfer himto
Sorgi's ship. If the cousins decide to follow, Mbin can
| ead them of f towards Jiroch, and Master Cluff will be
safe on his way to Cippria. That's the way I'd do it.
"You've got a very ingenious mnd, ny friend.' Sorgy

| aughed. 'Are you sure that people are the only things
you' ve snuggl ed in the past?

"We've all avoided custons officers fromtine to tine,
haven't we, Sorgi ?' the rough-voiced captain said. 'W
live at sea. Wiy should we pay taxes to support the

ki ngdons of the landsmen? |1'd gladly pay taxes to the
King of the Ccean, but | can't seemto find his pal ace.'
"Wll said, ny friend,' Sorgi appl auded.

"Gentlenen,' Sparhawk said. "lI'meternally in your

debt .*

‘Not exactly eternally, Master Cuff,' Sorgi said. 'A
man who adnits to having financial difficulties pays for
hi s passage before he boards. 'He does on ny ship, at
any rate."

"Woul d you accept half here and hal f when we reach

Ci ppria?' Sparhawk countered.

"I'mafraid not, ny friend. | Iike you well enough, but
I"msure you can see ny position in the matter.'

Spar hawk si ghed. 'We have horses,' he added. "I

suppose you'll charge extra to carry themas well?
"Naturally. '

"I was afraid of that.'

The | oadi ng of Faran, Sephrenia's palfrey, and Kurik's
stout gel ding took place behind a screen of sailcloth
Sorgi's sailors were ostensibly nmending. Shortly before
noon, Sparhawk and Kuri k boarded the ship bound for
Jiroch. They noved openly up the gangway, followed by
Sephrenia, who carried Flute in her arns.

Captain Mabin greeted them on the quarterdeck. 'Ah,'

he grinned, 'here's our reluctant bridegroom Wy don't
you and your friends wal k around the deck until we sail?
G ve all the cousins plenty of chances to see you.'

"I'"ve had a few second thoughts about this, Captain

Mabi n,"' Sparhawk said. "if the cousins hire a ship and
follow - and if they catch up with you - it's going to be
fairly obvious that I'm not on board."'

' Nobody's going to catch up with ne, Master Cluff.' The
captain laughed. "I've got the fastest ship on the Inner Sea.
Besides, it's obvious that you don't know very nuch about
seafaring etiquette. Nobody boards another nan's ship at
sea unless he's prepared for a fight. It's just not done.'
"Ch,' Sparhawk said. "I didn't know that. We'll strol
around t he deck, then.

"Bridegroon®?' Sephrenia murnured as they noved

away fromthe captain.

"It's a long story,' Sparhawk told her

"There seemto be a fair nunber of these long stories
cropping up lately. Soneday we'll have to sit down so
that you can tell themto ne.

" Sonmeday per haps.'
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"Flute,' Sephrenia said quite firmy, 'cone down from
there.'

Spar hawk | ooked up. The little girl was halfway up a
rope | adder stretching fromthe rail to the yardarm She
pouted just a bit, then did as she was told. 'You al ways
know exactly where she is, don't you? he asked

Sephr eni a.

"Always,' she replied.

The transfer fromone ship to the other took place in

m d-river sone di stance downstream from Lycien's

wharves and was conceal ed by a great deal of activity on
bot h ships. Captain Sorgi quickly bustled his passengers
bel owdecks to get them out of sight, and then the two
shi ps proceeded sedately downriver, bobbing side by

Side like two matrons returning home from church

"W're passing the wharves of Mdel,' Sorgi called

down the conpani onway to them sonme short tine later.

' Keep your face out of sight, Master Cluff, or I may have a
deck full of your betrothed' s cousins on my hands.

"This is really making ne curious, Sparhawk,'

Sephrenia said. 'Couldn't you give me just the tiniest

cl ue?

"I made up a story,' he shrugged. "It was lurid enough

to seize the attention of a group of sailors.'

' Spar hawk' s al ways been very good at maki ng uP

stories,' Kurik observed. 'He used to lie hinself in and
out of trouble regularly when he was a novice.'

the squire was seated on a bunk with the drowsing

flute nestled in his lap. 'You know,' he said quietly, "I
never had a daughter. They snell better than little boys,
don't they?

Sephreni a burst out |aughing. 'Don't tell Aslade,' she
cautioned. "She may decide to try for one.'

Kurik rolled his eyes upward in dismay. 'Not again,’
he said. "I don't mind babies around the house, but I
coul dn't bear the norning sickness again.

About an hour later, Sorgi cane down the conpani onway.
we're clearing the nouth of the estuary now,' he
reported, 'and there's not a single vessel to the rear. I'd
say that you've made good your escape, Master Cuff.

"Thank God,' Sparhawk replied fervently.

Tell me, ny friend,' Sorgi said thoughtfully, "is the

lady really as ugly as you say?

"Captain Sorgi, you wouldn't believe how ugly.

"maybe you're a bit too delicate, Master Cluff. The sea's
gettting colder, ny ship's getting old and tired, and the

Wi nter storns are making my bones ache. | could stand a
fair amount of ugliness if the lady's estate happened to be
as big as you say. | mght even consider returning sone of

your noney in exchange for a letter of introduction.
Maybe you overl ooked sone of her good qualities.’

"we could tal k about that, | suppose,' Sparhawk

sai d.

I need to go topside,' Sorgi said. 'W're far enough

past the city that its safe for you and your friends to come
on decc now.' He turned and went back up the

compani onway.

I think I can save you all the trouble of telling me that
Il ong story you nentioned earlier,' Sephrenia told

him "you didn't actually use that tired old fable
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about the ugly heiress, did you?

He shrugged. 'As Vanion says, the old ones are the best.'
" Ch, Sparhawk, |'m disappointed in you. How are you
going to avoid giving that poor captain the imaginary

| ady' s nane?'

"Il think of sonething. Wiy don't we go up on deck
before the sun sets?'

Kuri k spoke in a whisper. "I think the child's asleep,’
he said. "I don't want to wake her. You two go on ahead.'
Spar hawk nodded and | ed Sephrenia out of the

cranped cabin.

"I always forget how gentle he is,' Sephrenia said

softly.
Spar hawk nodded. 'He's the best and ki ndest nan |
know,' he said sinply. "if it weren't for class distinctions,

he' d have nmade an al nost perfect knight.

"is class really all that inportant?

"Not tome it isn't, but | didn't nake the rules.

They energed on deck in the slanting, |ate-afternoon
sunlight. The breeze bl owi ng of fshore was brisk, catching
the tops of the waves and turning theminto sunspl ashed
froth. Captain Mabin's vessel, bound for Jiroch,

was heeling over in that breeze on a course al nost due
west through the broad channel of the Arcian Strait. Her
sails bellied out, snow white in the afternoon sun, and
she ran before the wind |like a skinmng sea bird.

"How far do you nmeke it to Cippria, Captain Sorgi?

Spar hawk asked as he and Sephrenia stepped up onto

t he quart erdeck.

"A hundred and fifty | eagues, Master C uff,' Sorgi
replied. 'Three days, if this wi nd holds.

"That's good tine, isn't it?

Sorgi grunted. 'We could nake better if this poor old
tub didn't |eak so nmuch.'

' Spar hawk! ' SePhreni a gasPed, taking himurgently by

the arm

"What is it?" He |ooked at her in concern. Her face had
gone deathly' pale.

| ook!"' She Poi nt ed.

Some di stance from where Captain Mabin's graceful

ship was running through the Arcian Strait, a single,
densely bl ack cloud had appeared in an ot herw se
unbl eni shed sky. It seened sonehow to be novi ng

agai nst the wind, growing |larger and nore om nously

bl ack by the nonent. Then it began to swirl, ponderously
at first, but then faster and faster. As it spun, a

I ong, dark finger twitched and jerked down fromits
centre, reaching down and down until its inky tip
touched the roiling surface of the Sea. Tons of water
were suddenly drawn up into the swirling maw as the

vast funnel noved erratically across the heaving sea.
"wat erspout!' the | ookout shouted down fromthe

mast. The sailors rushed to the rail to gape in horror at the
swirling SpOUt.

i nexorably the vast thing bore down on Mabin's

hel pl ess ship, and then the vessel, which suddenly
appeared very tiny, vanished in the seething funnel
chunks and pi eces of her tinbers spun out of the great
wat er spout hundreds of feet in the air to settle with
"agoni zi ng sl owness to the surface again. A single piece of
sail fluttered down like a stricken white bird.
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" Then, as suddenly as they had cone, the black cloud
and its deadly waterspout were gone.

So was Mabin's ship.

The surface of the sea was littered with debris, and a
cloud of white gulls appeared, swooping and diving
"over the wweckage as if to nark the vessel's passing.

1
*Chapt er 18

Captain Sorgi combed the w eckage-strewn water where
Mabi n's ship had gone down until after dark, but he
found no survivors. Then, sadly, he turned his ship

sout heasterly again, setting his course towards C ppria
Sephreni a sighed and turned fromthe rail. 'Let's go

bel ow, Sparhawk.'

He nodded and foll owed her down the conpani onway.

Kurik had lighted a single oil lanp, and it swng from
a | ow overhead beam filling the small, dark-panelled
compartment with swayi ng shadows. Flute had

awakened, and she sat at the bolted-down table in the
centre of the cabin, |ooking suspiciously at the bow
sitting in front of her.

"it's just stew, little girl,' Kurik was saying to her. "it
won't hurt you.'

She delicately dipped her fingers into the thick gravy
and lifted out a dripping chunk of neat. She sniffed at it,
then | ooked questioningly at the squire.

"Salt pork,' he told her.

She shuddered and dropped the chunk back into the

gravy. Then she firmy pushed the bow away.

"Styrics don't eat pork, Kurik, Sephrenia told him

' The ship's cook said that this is what the sailors eat,"
he said defensively. He | ooked at Sparhawk. 'WAs the
captain able to find any survivors fromthe other ship?
Spar hawk shook his head. 'That waterspout tore it all

to pi eces. The same thing probably happened to the
crew. '’

"it's lucky we weren't on board that one.

"Very lucky,' Sephrenia agreed. 'Waterspouts are |ike
tornadoes. They don't appear out of conpletely clear

ski es, and they don't nove against the wi nd or change
direction the way that one did. It was being consciously

directed. '
"Magi c?' Kurik said. 'is that really possible - to call up
weat her |ike that, | nean?

"I don't think I could do it.'

"Who did then?

"I don't know for certain.' Her eyes, however, showed
a certain suspicion.

"Let's get it out into the open, Sephrenia,' Sparhawk
said. 'You've guessed sonething, haven't you?

Her expression grew a bit nore certain. 'in the past few
nmont hs we' ve had several encounters with a hooded
figure in a Styric robe. You saw it several times in
Cnmmura, and it tried to have us anmbushed on our way
to Borrata. Styrics seldom cover their faces. Have you
ever noticed that?

"Yes, but | don't quite rmake the connection.'

"This thing had to cover its face, Sparhawk. It's not
human. '
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He stared at her. 'Are you sure?

"I can't be absolutely positive until | see its face, but the
evi dence is beginning to pile up, wouldn't you say?

"Coul d Annias actually do something like that?

"it's not Annias. He might know a little rudinentary

magi ¢, but he couldn't begin to raise a thing like that. Only
Azash coul d have done it. He's the only one who dares to
sunmmon such beings. The Younger Gods will not, and

even the other Elder Gods have forsworn the practice.

"Why woul d Azash want to kill Captain Mabin and his

crew?'

' The ship was destroyed because the creature thought

that we were on board.'

"That goes a little far, Sephrenia,' Kurik objected
sceptically. "if it's so powerful, why did it sink the wong
boat ?'

'The creatures of the underworld are not very sophisticated,
Kurik,' she replied. 'Qur sinple ruse may have

deceived it. Power and wi sdom don't always go hand in

hand. Many of the greatest nmgicians of Styricumwere

as stupid as stunps.'

"I don't quite followthis,' Sparhawk adnmitted with a

puzzl ed frown. 'Wiat we're doing has nothing to do

with Zenoch. Why woul d Azash go out of his way to

hel p Anni as?'

"it may be that there isn't any connection. Azash

al ways has his own notives. It's quite possible that what
he's doing has nothing to do with Annias at all.

"it doesn't wash, Sephrenia. If you're right about this
thing, it's been working for Martel, and Martel works for
Anni as. '

"Are you so sure that the creature is working for Marte

and not the other way around? Azash can see the

shadows of the future. One of us nmight be a danger to

him The seemi ng alliance between Martel and the

creature nay be no nore than a matter of conveN ence.'

He began to gnaw worriedly at a fingernail. 'That's all |
need,' he said, "sonmething else to worry about.' Then a
thought struck him 'Wait a minute. Do you renenber

what the ghost of Lakus said - that darkness was at the
gate and that Ehlana was our only hope of |ight? Could
Azash be that darkness?

She nodded. "it's possible.’

"if that's the case, then wouldn't it be Ehlana he's

trying to destroy? She's totally protected by that crystal
that encases her, but if sonething happens to us before

we can find a way to heal her, she'll die, too. Mybe that's
why Azash has joined forces with the prinate.'

"Aren't you both stretching things a bit?" Kurik asked.
"You're basing a great deal of speculation on a single

i nci dent.'

"it doesn't hurt to be ready for eventualities, Kurik,'
Sparhawk replied. "I hate surprises.'

The squire grunted and rose to his feet. 'You two nust
be hungry,' he said. "I'lIl go down to the galley and get
you sone supper. We can talk sone nore while you're
eating.'

"No pork,' Sephrenia told himfirmy.

'Bread and cheese, then?' he suggested. 'And maybe
some fruit?

'That would be fine, Kurik. You'd probably better
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bring enough for Flute as well. | know she's not going to
eat that stew'
"That's all right," he said. "I'l|l eat it for her. |I don't have

the sane kind of prejudices that you Styrics do.

It was overcast when they reached the port city of G ppria
three days later. The cloud cover was high and thin, and
there was no trace of moisture in it. The city was | ow,
with squat white buildings thickly walled to ward off the
heat of the southern sun. The wharves jutting out into

t he harbour were constructed of stone, since Rendor was

a kingdom |l argely devoid of trees

Sparhawk and the others came up on deck, wearing

hooded bl ack robes, just as the sailors were mooring
Captain Sorgi's ship to one of the wharves. They went up
the three steps to the quarterdeck to join the curly-haired
seaman.

'Get sone fenders between our side and that wharf,

Sorgi roared at the seanen who were snubbing off the
nmooring lines. He shook his head in disgust. "I have to
tell themthat every single time we dock,' he mnuttered.
"All they can think about when we make port is the

nearest al ehouse.' He | ooked at Sparhawk. 'Well, Master
Cuff,' he said. 'Have you changed your m nd?

"I"'mafraid not, Captain,' Sparhawk replied, setting

down the bundl e containing his spare clothing. "I1'd |like
to oblige you, but the lady | nmentioned seens to have al
her hopes pinned on ne. It's for your own good,

actually. If you show up at her house with an introduction
fromne, her cousins mght decide to wing ny

| ocation out of you. Being wung is not ny idea of a good
time. Besides, | don't want to take any chances.'

Sorgi grunted. Then he | ooked at themall curiously.
"Where did you cone by the Rendorish clothing?

"l did sone bargaining in your forecastle yesterday.'

Spar hawk shrugged, plucking at the front of the hooded

bl ack robe he wore. "Sone of your sailors like to be
unobtrusi ve when they make port here in Rendor.

"How wel | | know,' Sorgi said wyly. "I spent three

days | ooking for the ship's cook the last tinme | was in
Jiroch.' He | ooked at Sephrenia, who was al so robed in

bl ack and wore a heavy veil across her face. 'Were did
you find anything to fit her?" he asked. 'None of ny
sailors are that small.’

"She's very adept with her needle.' Sparhawk did not

think it necessary to explain exactly how Sephrenia had
changed the col our of her white robe.

Sorgi scratched at his curly hair. "I can't for the life of
me under stand why nost Rendors wear black,' he said.

"Don't they know that it's twice as hot?

' Maybe they haven't realized that yet,' Sparhawk

replied. 'Rendors are none too bright in the first place,
and they've only been here for five thousand years.'

Sorgi |aughed. 'Maybe that's it,' he said. 'Good fortune
here in G ppria, Master duff,' he said. "if | happen to run
across any cousins, I'll tell themthat |'ve never heard of
you.'

" Thank you, Captain,' Sparhawk said, clasping Sorgi's
hand. ' You have no i dea how nuch | appreciate that.

They led their horses down the slanting gangway to

the wharf. At Kurik's suggestion, they covered their
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saddl es with bl ankets to conceal the fact that they were
not of Rendorish construction. Then they all tied their
bundl es to their saddl es, nounted, and noved away
fromthe harbour at an unobtrusive wal k. The streets
were teeming with Rendors. The city dwell ers sonetines
wore |ighter-coloured clothing, but the desert

people were all dressed in unrelieved bl ack and had their
hoods up. There were few wonen in the street, and they
were all veiled. Sephrenia rode subserviently behind
Sparhawk and Kurik with her hood pulled far forward

and her veil drawn tightly across her nose and nouth.
"You know the custons here, | see,' Sparhawk said

back over his shoul der

"I was here many years ago,' she replied, draw ng her
robe around Flute's knees.

' How many years?

"Wuld you like to have ne tell you that C ppria was

only a fishing village then?" she asked archly. 'Twenty or
so mud huts?

He | ooked back at her sharply. 'Sephrenia, Cppria's

been a nmj or seaport for fifteen hundred years.'

"My,' she said, 'has it really been that long? It seens
like only yesterday. Were does the tine go?

'That's inpossible!’

She | aughed gaily. 'How gullible you can be sonetines,
Spar hawk, ' she said. 'You know |I'm not going to

answer that kind of question, so why keep trying?

He suddenly felt nore than a little sheepish. "I suppose
| asked for that, didn't 1?" he adnitted

'Yes, you did.

Kuri k was grinning broadly.

‘"G ahead and say it,' Sparhawk told himsourly.

'Say what, ny Lord?" Kurik's eyes were wi de and

i nnocent .

They rode up fromthe harbour, mingling with robed
Rendors in the narrow, twi sting streets. Although the
overcast veiled the sun, Sparhawk could still feel the heat
radiating out fromthe white-plastered walls of the
houses and shops. He could also catch the fanm liar scents
of Rendor. The air was close and dusty, and there was the
pervadi ng odour of rmutton sinmering in olive oil and
pungent spices. There was the cloying fragrance of heavy
perfumes, and overlaying it all was the persistent reek of
t he stockyards.

Near the centre of town, they passed the nouth of a
narrow alley. A chill touched Sparhawk, and suddenly,

as clearly as if they were actually ringing out their call, he
seenmed once again to hear the sound of the bells.
"Somet hi ng wong?' Kurik asked as he saw his |ord
shudder.

"That's the alley where | saw Martel last tine.'

Kuri k peered up the alley. 'Tight quarters in there,' he
not ed.

"That's all that kept nme alive,' Sparhawk replied. 'They
couldn't come at ne all at once.’

"Where are we goi ng, Sparhawk?' Sephrenia asked

fromthe rear.

"To the nonastery where | stayed after | was

wounded,' he replied. "I don't think we want to be seen
in the streets. The abbot and nost of the nonks out there
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are Arcian, and they know how to keep secrets.'

"WIl | be wel cone there?" she asked dubiously. 'Arcian
nmonks are conservative, and they have certain prejudices
where Styrics are concerned.

"This particular abbot is a bit nore cosnopolitan,’

Spar hawk assured her, 'and | have a few suspicions

about his nobnastery anyway.'

" Ch?'

"I don't think these nonks are entirely what they seem
and | wouldn't be at all surprised to find a secret arnoury
i nside the nonastery conplete with burni shed arnour

bl ue surcoats and a variety of weapons.'

"Cyrinics? she asked, a bit surprised.

' The Pandi ons aren't the only ones who want to keep

an eye on Rendor,' he replied.

"What's that snell?" Kurik asked as they approached

the western outskirts of town,

' The stockyards,' Sparhawk told him 'A great deal of
beef is shipped out of Cippria.'

"Do we have to go through any kind of a gate to get

out ?'

Spar hawk shook his head. 'The city walls were pulled
down during the suppression of the Eshandi st Heresy.

The | ocal people didn't bother to rebuild them'

They energed fromthe narrow street they were

following into acre upon acre of stock pens filled with
baw i ng, scrubby-looking cows. It was |ate afternoon by
now, and the overcast had begun to take on a silvery
sheen.

"How much farther to the nonastery?' Kurik asked.

"Amle or so.'

"it's quite a distance fromthat alley back there, isn't it?
"l noticed that nyself about ten years ago.'

"Way didn't you take shelter sonepl ace closer?

"There wasn't anypl ace safe. | could hear the bells from
the nonastery, so | just kept follow ng the sound. It gave
me sonet hing to think about.

"You coul d have bl ed to death.

' That sanme thought crossed nmy mind a few tinmes that

ni ght.'

"Gentl enen,' Sephrenia said, 'do you suppose we

coul d nove al ong? The ni ght cones on very quickly here
in Rendor, and it gets cold in the desert after the sun goes

down. '
The nonastery | ay beyond the stockyards on a high,
rocky hill. It was surrounded by a thick wall, and the gate

was cl osed. Sparhawk di snobunted before the gate and
tugged on a stout cord hanging beside it. A snmall bel
tinkled inside. After a monment, the shutter of a narrow,
barred wi ndow cut into the stones beside the gate
opened. The brown-bearded face of a nonk peered out
warily.

' Good evening, brother,' Sparhawk said. 'Do you
suppose | might have a word with your abbot?'

"Can | give himyour nane?'

' Spar hawk. He might renenber ne. | stayed here for a
time a few years back.'

"Wait,' the nonk said brusquely, closing the shutter
agai n.

"Not very cordial, is he? Kurik said.
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" Churchnen aren't really welcone in Rendor,' Sparhawk
replied. "A bit of caution is probably only natural .’
They waited as the tw light faded.

Then the shutter opened again. 'Sir Sparhawk!' a voice
nmore suited to a parade ground than a religious community

booned.
"My Lord Abbot,' Sparhawk replied
"Wait there a noment. We'll open the gate.

There was a rattling of chains and the grating sound of

a heavy bar sliding through thick iron rings. Then the
gat e ponderously swung open, and the abbot canme out to
greet them He was a bluff, hearty-1ooking man with a
ruddy face and an inposing black beard. He was quite
tall, and his shoulders were nassive. "it's good to see you
again, nmy friend,' he said, clasping Sparhawk's hand in a
crushing grip. 'You' re looking well. You seenmed a bit
pal e and wan when you left the last tine you were here.'
"it's been ten years, ny Lord,' Sparhawk pointed out.

"in that length of time a man either heals or dies.

'So he does, Sir Sparhawk. So he does. Cone inside

and bring Your friends.'

Sparhawk | ed Faran through the gate with Sephrenia

and Kurik close behind. There was a court inside, and the
wal I's surrounding it were as bl eak as those surrounding
the nonastery. They were unadorned by the white

nmortar custonmary on the walls of Rendorish buil dings,

and t he wi ndows which pierced them were perhaps a

trifle narrower than nonastic architecture would have

di ctated. They woul d, Sparhawk noted professionally,

make excel |l ent vantage points for archers.

'How can | hel p you, Sparhawk?' the abbot asked.

"I need refuge again, ny Lord Abbot,' Sparhawk

replied. 'That's getting to be sort of a habit, isn't it?
The abbot grinned at him 'Wo's after you this tinme?

he asked.

"No one that | know of, nmy Lord, and | thiNk I'd like to
keep it that way. Is there soneplace we can talk privately?
'O course.' The abbot turned to the brown-bearded

monk who had first opened the shutter. 'See to their
horses, brother.' It was not a request, but had all the
crispness of a mlitary command. The nonk strai ghtened
noti ceably, though he did not quite salute.

'Conme al ong then, Sparhawk,' the abbot booned,

clapping the big knight on the shoulder with one neaty hand.

Kuri k di smounted and went to hel p Sephrenia. She

handed Flute down to him and slipped from her saddl e.

The abbot | ed them on through the main door and into

a vaulted stone corridor dimy lighted at intervals by
small oil lanps. Perhaps it was the scent of the oil, but the
pl ace had a peculiar odour of sanctity - and of safety -
about it. That smell sharply rem nded Sparhawk of the

ni ght ten years before. 'The place hasn't changed much,’
he not ed, | ooking around.

"The Church is tineless, Sir Sparhawk,' the abbot

replied sententiously, 'and her institutions try to match
that quality.'

At the far end of the corridor, the abbot opened a
severely sinple door, and they followed himinto a
book-lined roomw th a high ceiling and an unli ghted
charcoal brazier in the corner. The roomwas quite
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confortabl e-1ooking - far nore so than the studi es of
abbots in the nonasteries of the north. The w ndows

were made of thick triangular pieces of glass joined with
strips of lead, and they were draped in pale blue. The
floor was strewn with white sheep-skin rugs, and the
unnade bed in the far corner was quite a bit w der than
the standard nonastic cot. The jammed bookcases

reached fromfloor to ceiling.

"Pl ease, sit down,' the abbot said, pointing at severa
chairs standing in front of a table piled high with
documnent s.

"Still trying to catch up, ny Lord?" Sparhawk snmil ed,

poi nting at the docunents and taking one of the chairs.
The abbot nade a wy face. "I give it a try every nonth
or so,' he replied. "Sonme nmen just aren't made for
paperwork.' He | ooked sourly at the litter on his table.
"Sometimes | think a fire in here m ght solve the problem
I"msure the clerks in Chyrellos wouldn't even m ss al

my reports.' He | ooked curiously at Sparhawk's conpani ons.

My man Kurik,' Sparhawk introduced his squire.

"Kurik,"' the abbot nodded.

"And the lady is Sephrenia, the Pandion instructor in

the secrets.'

' Sephreni a hersel f?' The abbot's eyes wi dened and he

rose to his feet respectfully. "I've been hearing stories
about you for years, nmadane. Your reputation is quite
exalted.' He smled broadly at her in wel cone.

She renoved her veil and returned his snile. 'You're

very kind to say so, ny Lord.' She sat and gathered Flute
up into her lap. The little girl nestled down and regarded
the abbot with her |arge dark eyes.

"A beautiful child, Lady Sephrenia,' the abbot said.

' Your daughter by any chance?'

She | aughed. 'Ch, no, ny Lord Abbot,' she said. 'The
child's a Styric foundling. We call her Flute.'

"What an odd nane,' he nurnured. Then he returned

his gaze to Sparhawk. 'You hinted at a matter you

wanted to keep private,' he said curiously. 'Wy don't
you tell me about it?

"Do you get much news about what's happeni ng on

the continent, ny Lord?

"I'"'mkept informed, yes.' The bearded abbot said it

rat her cautiously as he sat down agai n.

' Then you know about the situation in Elenia?

'The Queen's illness, you nmean? And the anbitions of
Primat e Anni as?'

"Right. Anyway, a while back, Annias cane up with a

very conplicated schene to discredit the Pandi on Order.
W were able to thwart it. After the general neeting in
the pal ace, the preceptors of the four orders gathered in
private session. Annias hungers for the Archprelate's
throne, and he knows that the nmilitant orders wll

oppose him'

"Wth swords if necessary,' the abbot agreed fervently.
"I'"'d like to cut himdown nyself,' he added. Then he

realized that he had perhaps gone too far. "if | weren't a
menber of a cloistered order, of course,' he concl uded
lanely. "I understand perfectly, ny Lord,' Sparhawk assured

him ' The preceptors discussed the matter, and they
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concluded that all of the primate's power - and any hope
he had of extending it to Chyrellos - is based on his
position in Elenia, and he'll keep that authority only for
so long as Queen Ehlana's indisposed.' He grinmaced.
"That's a silly word, isn't it? She's barely clinging to her
life, and | called it "indisposed". Ch, well, you know
what |'mtal ki ng about.'

"W all flounder fromtinme to tinme, Sparhawk,' the

abbot forgave him "I know nmost of the details already.
Last week | got word from Patriarch Dol mant about what
was afoot. What did you find out in Borrata?

"W talked with a physician there, and he told us that
Queen Ehl ana has been poi soned.'

The abbot canme to his feet swearing like a pirate.

"You' re her Chanpion, Sparhawk. Wiy didn't you go

back to G mura and run your sword through Annias?

"I was tenpted,' Sparhawk admitted, 'but | decided

that it's nore inportant right nowto see if we can find an
antidote. There'll be plenty of tinme later to deal with
Annias, and |'d rather not be rushed when it gets down

to that. Anyway, the physician in Borrata told us that he
thi nks the poison is of Rendorish origin, and he directed
us to a couple of his colleagues here in G ppria.

The abbot began to pace up and down, his face stil

dark with rage. When he began to speak, all traces of
monkly humility were gone fromhis voice. "if | know

Anni as, he's probably been trying to stop you every step
of the way. Am | right?

"Fairly close, yes.'

"And the streets of Cippria aren't the safest place in the
world - as you found out that night ten years ago. Al
right, then,' he said decisively, "this is the way we're
going to do it. Annias knows that you're |ooking for

medi cal advice, right?

"if he doesn't, then he's been asl eep.'

"Exactly. If you go near a physician, you'll probably
need himfor yourself, so |l won't |let you do that.

"Wn't let, ny Lord?" Sephrenia asked nmildly.

"Sorry,'the abbot munbled. 'Maybe | got a little carried
away there. What | neant to say is that | advise against it
in the strongest possible terns. What |'Il do instead is
send sonme nonks out to bring the physicians here. That
way you' |l be able to talk with them wi thout chancing the
streets of Cippria. W'll work out a way afterwards to slip
you out of town.'

"Woul d an El eni an physician actually agree to call on a
patient at home?' SePhrenia asked him

"He will if his own health is of any concern to him' the
abbot replied darkly. He suddenly | ooked a bit sheepish
"That didn't sound very nonkly, did it? he apol ogized.
"Ch, | don't know,' Sparhawk said blandly. 'There are
nmonks, and then there are nonks.

"I''l'l send some of the brothers into the city to fetch
themright now What are the names of these

physi ci ans?'

Sparhawk fished the scrap of parchnment the tipsy

doctor in Borrata had given himout of an inside pocket
and handed it to the abbot.

The bluff man glanced at it. 'You know this first one

al ready, Sparhawk,' he said. 'He's the one who treated
you the last tinme you were here.
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"Ch? | didn't really catch his nane.'’

"I"mnot surprised. You were delirious nost of the

time.' The abbot squinted at the parchnment. 'This other
one di ed about a nonth ago,' he said, 'but Doctor Voldi
here can probably answer just about any question you

m ght have. He's a little inpressed with hinself, but he's
the best physician in Cppria.' He rose, went to the door,
and opened it. A pair of youthful nonks stood outside.
They were, Sparhawk noted, quite simlar to the two

young Pandi ons who normally stood guard outside

Vani on's door in the chapterhouse in G mura. 'You,'

the abbot sharply ordered one of them 'go into the city
and bring Doctor Voldi to ne. Don't take no for an
answer . '

"At once, ny Lord,' the young nonk replied. Wth a

certain anusenent, Sparhawk noted that the nonk's

feet twitched slightly as if he were about to snap his heels

t oget her.

The abbot cl osed the door and returned to his seat. "it
shoul d be about an hour, | expect.' He |ooked at
Sparhawk's grin. "Sonething funny, ny friend? he
asked.

"Not at all, my Lord. It's just that your young nonks
have a very crisp nmanner about them'

"Does it really show that much?' the abbot asked,

| ooking a little abashed.

"Yes, ny Lord. If you know what you're | ooking for, it
does."'

The abbot nmade a wy face. 'Fortunately, the |oca

people aren't very famliar with that sort of thing. You'l
be di screet about this discovery, won't you, Sparhawk?

"OfF course, ny Lord. | was fairly sure about the nature
of your order when | left here ten years ago, and | haven't
told anyone yet.'

"l shoul d have guessed, | suppose. You Pandi ons tend

to have very sharp eyes.' He rose to his feet. "I'Il have
some supper sent up. There's a fairly large partridge that
grows hereabouts, and | have an absolutely splendid
falcon.' He laughed. 'That's what | do instead of naking
out the reports |'msupposed to send to Chyrell os. Wat
do you say to a bit of roast fow ?'

"I think we could nmanage that,' Sparhawk replied.

"And in the neantime, could | offer you and your

friends some wine? It's not Arcian red, but it's not too
bad. W nmake it here on the grounds. The soil hereabouts
isn't much good for anything but raising grapes.

" Thank you, ny Lord Abbot,' Sephrenia replied, 'but

m ght the child and I have m |k instead?

"I'mafraid that all we have is goat's m |k, Lady
Sephrenia,' he apol ogi zed.

Her eyes brightened. 'Goat's m |k would be just fine,

my Lord. Cows mlk is so bland, and we Styrics prefer
sonething a bit nore robust.’

Spar hawk shudder ed

The abbot sent the other young nonk to the kitchen for

m | k and supper, then poured red wi ne for Sparhawk,

Kuri k, and hinself. He | eaned back in his chair then, idly
toying with the stemof his goblet. 'Can we be frank with
each other, Sparhawk?' he asked.

"Of course.'
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"Did any word get to you in jiroch about what

happened here in Cippria after you left?

"Not really,' Sparhawk replied. "I was a bit subnerged

at that tine.'

"You know how Rendors feel about the use of magic?

Spar hawk nodded. 'They call it witchcraft, as |I recall.

' They do indeed, and they look on it as a worse crine
than nmurder. Anyway, just after you left, we had an

out break of that sort of thing. | got involved in the

i nvestigation since |I'mthe ranking churchman in the
area.' He smiled ironically. 'Mst of the tinme Rendors spit
as | go by, but the mnute sonebody whispers "witchcraft",
they come running to ne with their faces white

and their eyes bulging out. Usually the accusations are
compl etely fal se. The average Rendor coul dn't renenber
the Styric words of the sinmplest spell if his life
depended on it, but charges crop up fromtine to time -
usual Iy based on spite, jealousy, and petty hatreds. This
time, though, the affair was quite different. There was
actual evidence that somebody in Cippria was using

magi ¢ of a fair degree of sophistication.' He | ooked at
Sparhawk. 'Were any of the nmen who attacked you that
night at all adept in the secrets?

"One of themis, yes.'

' Perhaps that answers the question then. The magic

seens to have been a part of an attenpt to | ocate

sonet hing - or soneone. Maybe you were the object of

that search.'

"You nmentioned sophistication, nmy Lord Abbot,’

Sephrenia said intently. 'Could you be a bit nore

specific?
"There was a glowing apparition stalking the streets of
Cippria,'" he replied. "it seenmed to be sheathed in

Iightning of sone kind.'

She drew in her breath sharply. 'And what exactly did
this apparittion do?

"it questioned people. None of them could renenber

the questions afterwards, but the questioning appears to
have been quite severe. | saw a nunber of the burns with
nmy own eyes.'

' Burns?

' The apparition would seize whonever it wanted to
question. Werever it touched them it left a burned

pl ace. One poor woman had a burn that encircled her
entire forearm |'d alnpst say that it was in the shape of a
hand - except that it had far too nmany fingers.'

' How many fingers?

"Nine, and two thunbs.’

She hissed. ' A Danork,' she said.

"l thought you said that the Younger Gods had

stripped Martel of the power to sumon those things,'
Sparhawk said to her.

"Martel didn't sumon it,' she replied. "it was sent to
do his bidding by sonmeone el se.’

"it anmounts to al nbst the same thing then, doesn't it?
'Not exactly. The Danork is only narginally under
Martel's control .’

"But all this happened ten years ago,' Kurik shrugged.
"What difference does it make now?

"You're missing the point, Kurik,' she replied gravely.
"we thought that the Danork had appeared only
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recently, but it was here in Cppria ten years ago, before
anything we're involved with now even began.

"I don't quite follow you,' he adnmtted

Sephreni a | ooked at Sparhawk. "it's you, dear one,’

she said in a deadly quiet voice. "it's not nme or Kurik or
Ehl ana or even Flute. The Danprk attacks have all been
directed at you. Be very, very careful, Sparhawk. Azash

is trying to kill you.'

Ry
*Chapt er 19

Doctor Voldi was a fussy little man in his sixties. His hair
was thinning on top, and he had carefully conmbed it

forward to conceal the fact. It was quite obvious that he
dyed it to hide the encroaching grey. He renpved his

dark cl oak, and Sparhawk saw that he wore a white |inen
snmock. He snel |l ed of chenicals, and he had an enornous

opi nion of hinself.

It was quite late when the little physician was ushered
into the abbot's littered study, and he was struggling

wi t hout nmuch success to cover his irritation at having

been called out at that hour. 'My Lord Abbot,' he stiffly
greeted the bl ack-bearded churchman with a jerky little

bow. 'Ah, Voldi,' the abbot said, rising to his feet, 'so good

of you to cone.'’

"Your nonk said that the nmatter was urgent, my Lord.
May | see the patient?

"Not unless you're prepared to make a very |ong

journey, Doctor Voldi,' Sephrenia mnurnured.
Vol di gave her a long, appraising |ook. 'You appear not
to be a Rendor, nmdane,' he noted. 'Styric, | should say,

judging fromyour features.'

" Your eyes are keen, Doctor.

"I"'msure you renenber this fellow, ' the abbot said,
poi nting at Sparhawk.

The doctor |ooked blankly at the big Pandion. 'No,' he

said, "l can't say that -' Then he frowned. 'Don't tell ne,’
he added, absently brushing his hair forward with the
pal mof his hand. "It was about ten years ago, wasn't it?

Weren't you the one who'd been knifed?

'You have a good nenory, Doctor Voldi,' Sparhawk

said. 'We don't want to keep you out too late, so why
don't we get down to cases? W were referred to you by a
physician in Borrata. He greatly respects your opinion in
certain areas.' Sparhawk quickly appraised the little
fellow and decided to apply a bit of judicious flattery. 'O
course, we'd have probably cone to you anyway,' he

added. ' Your reputation has spread far beyond the

borders of Rendor.'

"Well,' Voldi said, preening hinself slightly. Then he
assuned a piously nodest expression. "It's gratifying to
know that ny efforts on behalf of the sick have received
sonme small recognition.'

"What we need, good doctor,' Sephrenia interjected,

"is your advice in treating a friend of ours who has
recently been poi soned.

' Poi soned?' Vol di said sharply. 'Are you sure?

' The physician in Borrata was quite certain,' she
replied. 'We described our friend' s synptons in great
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detail, and he di agnosed the condition as being the
effects of a rather rare Rendorish poison called -

' Pl ease, madame,' he said, holding up one hand. "I
prefer to nmake ny own di agnoses. Describe the synptons
to ne.'

"OfF course.' Patiently she repeated what she had told

t he physicians at the University of Borrata.

The little doctor paced up and down as she tal ked, his
hands cl asped behind himand his eyes on the floor. "I
think we can rule out the falling-sickness right at the
outset,' he nused when she had finished. "Some other

di seases, however, do result in convulsions.' He affected

a W se expression. "It's the conbination of the fever and
sweating that's the crucial clue,' he lectured. ' Your
friend' s illness is not a natural disease. My colleague in

Borrata was quite correct in his diagnosis. Your friend
has i ndeed been poisoned, and | would surm se that the
poi son invol ved was Darestim The desert nonads here

in Rendor call it deathweed. It kills sheep in the sane
way that it kills people. The poison is very rare, since the
nonads uproot every bush they cone across. Does ny

di agnosi s agree with that of nmy Camorian col | eague?
"Exactly, Doctor Voldi,' she said admringly.

"Well, that's it, then.' He reached for his cloak. "I'm
glad to have been of help.'

"All right,' Sparhawk said. 'Now what do we do?

' Make arrangenents for a funeral.' Voldi shrugged.
"What about an anti dote?’
"There isn't any. I'mafraid your friend is dooned."'

There was an irritating smugness about the way he said
it. "unlike npst poisons, Darestimattacks the brain
instead of the blood. Once it's ingested - poof.' He
shapped his fingers. 'Tell ne, does your friend have rich
and powerful enenies? Darestimis fearfully expensive.'

' The poisoning was politically notivated,' Sparhawk

sai d bl eakly.

"Ah, politics.' Voldi |aughed. 'Those fellows have al
the noney, don't they?' He frowned then. "It does seem
to ne -' He broke off, palming at his hair again. 'Were

did | hear that?' He scratched at his head, disturbing the
carefully slicked-down hair. Then he snapped his fingers
again. 'Ah yes,' he said triunphantly, "I have it now. 1|'ve
heard sone runours - only runours, mind you - that a
physi ci an in Dabour has effected a few cures -nenbers

of the king's family in Zand. Normally that information
woul d have been i nmmedi ately dissenminated to all other
physi ci ans, but | have sonme suspicions about the matter.

I know the fellow, and there have been sone ugly stories
about himcirculating in nedical circles for years now.
There are some who maintain that his mracul ous-appearing
cures are the result of certain forbidden

practices.'

"Which practices? Sephrenia asked intently.

' Magi ¢, madane. What el se? My friend in Dabour

woul d i nmedi ately | ose his head if word got out that he
was practising witchcraft.

"I see,' she said. 'Did this runmpbur about a cure cone to
you from one single source?'

"Ch, no," he replied. 'Any nunber of people have told

me about it. The king's brother and several nephews fel
ill. The physician from Dabour - Tanjin his nane is - was
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sunmoned to the palace. He confirmed that they had al
been poisoned with Darestim and then he cured them

Qut of gratitude, the king suppressed the information of
exactly how the cures were effected, and he issued Tanjin
a full pardon just to nake sure.' He smirked. 'Not that
the pardon is nmuch good, mind you, since the king's
authority doesn't go much beyond the walls of his own
pal ace in Zand. Anyway, anyone with the slightest bit of
medi cal know edge knows how it was done.' He

assuned a lofty expression. "I wouldn't stoop to that
nmysel f,' he declared, 'but Doctor Tanjin is notoriously
greedy, and | imagine that the king paid hi mhandsonely.

Thank you for your assistance, Doctor Voldi,' Sparhawk
sai d then.

"I"'msorry about your friend,' Voldi said. 'By the tine
you get to Dabour and back, he'll be long since dead, |I'm
afraid. Darestimworks rather slowy, but it's always
fatal .'

"So's a sword through the belly,' Sparhawk said

grimy. "At the very least, we'll be able to avenge our
friend.'

"What a dreadful thought,' Voldi shuddered. 'Are you

at all acquainted with the kind of damage a sword does to
sonmeone?"

"intimately,' Sparhawk replied

"Ch, that's right. You would be, wouldn't you? Wuld

you like to have nme take a | ook at those ol d wounds of

yours?'

' Thanks all the same, Doctor. They're quite heal ed
now '

"Splendid. |'mrather proud of the way | cured those,
you know. A | esser physician would have | ost you. Wll,
I nmust be off now. | have a full day ahead of ne

tomorrow.' He wrapped his cloak about him

" Thank you, Doctor Voldi,' the abbot said. 'The brother
at the door will escort you hone again.'

"My pleasure, ny Lord Abbot. It's been a stimulating

di scussion.' Vol di bowed and | eft the room

"Ponpous little ass, isn't he?" Kurik nuttered.

"Yes, he is,' the abbot agreed. 'He's very good,

t hough.'

"I't's thin, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia sighed, 'very, very
thin. All we have are runours, and we don't have tine

for wild goose chases.'

."l don't see that we have any choice, do you? W have
to go to Dabour. We can't ignore the slightest chance.'’
"It may not be quite as thin as you think, Lady
Sephrenia,' the abbot said. "I know Voldi very well. He
woul dn't confirm anything he hasn't seen with his own
eyes, but 1've heard a few runmours nyself to the effect
that sonme nmenbers of the fam |y of the King of Rendor
fell ill and then recovered.'

"It's all we've got,' Sparhawk said. 'W've got to follow
through on it.'

'The fastest way to Dabour is by sea along the coast and
then up the Gule River,' the abbot suggest ed.

"No,' Sephrenia said firmy. 'The creature that's been
trying to kill Sparhawk has probably realized by now that
it failed last tine. | don't think we want to be | ooki ng over
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our shoul ders for waterspouts every foot of the way.'
"You'll have to go to Dabour by way of Jiroch anyway,
the abbot told them 'You can't go overland. No one
crosses the desert between here and Dabour, even at this
time of year. It's totally inpassable.’

"if that's the way we have to do it, then that's the way
we'll do it,' Sparhawk said.

"Be careful out there,' the abbot cautioned seriously.

'The Rendors are in a state of turnmoil right now'

"They're always in a state of turnoil, nmy Lord.'

"This is a bit different. Arasham s at Dabour preaching

up a new holy war.'

'He's been doing that for over twenty years now,

hasn't he? He stirs up the desert people all winter, and
then in the summer they go back to their flocks.

"That's what's different about this tine, Sparhawk.

Nobody pays much attention to the nomads, but sonehow

the old lunatic's beginning to sway the people who

live in the cities, and that nmakes it a little nore serious.
Arasham s el ated, of course, and he's holding his desert
nonads firmy at Dabour. He's got quite an arny.'

"The city people in Rendor aren't all that stupid. Wat's

i mpressing them so nmuch?

"I've heard that there are sone peopl e spreading

runours. They're telling the townsfolk that there's a

great deal of synpathy for the resurgence of the

Eshandi st novenent in the northern kingdons.'

"That's absurd,' Sparhawk scoffed

"COfF course it is, but they've nmanaged to persuade a fair
nunber of people here in Cippria that for the first tine in
centuries a rebellion against the Church m ght have sone
chance of success. Not only that, there have been fairly

| arge shipnments of arns filtered into the country.'

A suspicion began to grow in Sparhawk's m nd. 'Have

you any idea who's been circul ating these runmours?' he
asked.

The abbot shrugged. 'Merchants, travellers fromthe

north, and the like. They're all foreigners. They usually
stay in that quarter near the El eni an consul ate.

"I'sn't that curious? Sparhawk nused. "I'd been sumoned
to the El enian consul ate that night when | was
attacked in the street. |Is Elius still the consul ?

"Wiy, yes, as a matter of fact, he is. Wat are you
getting at, Sparhawk?'

'One nore question, ny Lord. Have your people by

any chance seen a white-haired man going in and out of
t he consul at e?’

"I couldn't really say. | didn't tell themto |ook for that
sort of thing. You have soneone particular in mnd, |
gat her?'

"Ch, | do indeed, ny Lord Abbot.' Sparhawk rose and

began to pace up and down. 'Wy don't | have anot her

try at Elene logic, Sephrenia,' he said. He began to tick
itenms off on his fingers. 'One: The Primate Annias

aspires to the Archprelate's throne. Two: Al four

mlitant orders oppose him and their opposition could

bl ock his anbitions. Three: In order to get that throne, he
must discredit or divert the Church Knights. Four: The

El eni an consul here in Cppria is his cousin. Five: The
consul and Martel have had dealings with each other
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before. | got sonme personal evidence of that ten years
ago."'

"I didn't know that Elius was related to the prinate,"'
the abbot said, |ooking a bit surprised.

"They don't make an issue of it,' Sparhawk told him
"Now then,' he continued, 'Annias wants the Church

Kni ghts out of Chyrellos when the tine comes to elect a
new Archprel ate. What would the Church Knights do if
there were an uprising here in Rendor?

"We'd descend on the kingdomin full battle array,' the
abbot declared, forgetting that his choice of words clearly
confirnmed Sparhawk's suspicions about the nature of his
order.

"And that would effectively renove the militant orders
fromthe debate over the election in Chyrellos, wouldn't it?
Sephreni a | ooked at Sparhawk specul atively. 'Wat

kind of man is this Elius?

'"He's a petty tinme-server with little intelligence and
| ess i magi nation.'

'He doesn't sound very inpressive.

"He isn't.'

' Then sonmeone el se would have to be giving him

i nstructions, wouldn't they?

"Precisely.' Sparhawk turned once nore to the abbot.
"My Lord,' he said, 'do you have any way to get nessages
to Preceptor Abriel at your notherhouse in Lariunf
Messages that can't be intercepted?

The abbot gave hima frosty stare.

"W agreed to be frank with each other, ny Lord,’
Sparhawk remnded him "lI'mnot trying to enbarrass
you, but this is a matter of the greatest urgency.

"Al'l right, Sparhawk,' the abbot replied a bit stiffly.
"Yes, | can get a nmessage to Lord Abriel.

' God. Sephrenia knows all the details and she can fil
you in. Kurik and | have sonmething to attend to.'

"Just what are you planning?' the abbot demanded.

"I'"'mgoing to pay a call on Elius. He knows what's been
going on, and | think I can persuade himto share the
informati on. We need confirmation of all this before you
send the nessage to Larium'

"It's too dangerous.'

'Not as dangerous as having Annias in the Archprel acy,
is it? Sparhawk considered it. 'Do you happen

to have a secure cell soneplace?' he asked

"W have a penitent's cell down in the cellar. The door

can be | ocked, | suppose.

"CGood. | think we'll bring Elius back here to question

him Then you can lock himup. | can't let himgo, once he
knows |'m here, and Sephreni a di sapproves of random

murders. |f he just disappears, there' |l be sone uncertainty

about what happened to him'

"Wn't he make an outcry when you take him captive?

"Not very likely, my Lord," Kurik assured him

drawi ng his heavy dagger. He slapped the hilt solidly
against his palm "I can practically guarantee that he'll be
asl eep. '

The streets were quiet. The overcast which had obscured
the sky that afternoon had cleared, and the stars were
very bright overhead.
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"No noon,' Kurik said quietly as he and Sparhawk

crept through the deserted streets. 'That's a help.
"It's been rising late the past three nights,' Sparhawk
sai d.

' How | at e?'

"W've got a couple nore hours.

"Can we make it back to the nmonastery by then?

"W have to.' Sparhawk stopped just before they

reached an intersection and peered around the corner of
a house. A nman wearing a short cape and carrying a spear
and a small lantern was shuffling sleepily along the
street. 'Watchnman,' Sparhawk breathed, and he and

Kurik stepped into the shadows of a deeply recessed

door way.

The wat chman pl odded on past, the lantern sw nging
fromhis hand casting | ooni ng shadows agai nst the walls
of the buil di ngs.

'"He should be nore alert,' Kurik grow ed di sapprovingly.
under the circunstances your sense of what's proper
mght be a little msplaced.'

"Right is right, Sparhawk,' Kurik replied stubbornly.
After the watchman was out of sight, they crept on up
the street.

"Are we just going to walk up to the gate of the

consul ate?' Kurik asked.

‘no. When we get close to it, we'll go in over the roof
tops.'

"I'"'mnot a cat, Sparhawk. Leaping fromroof to roof
isn't nmy idea of entertainment.’

' The houses are all built up against each other in that
part of town. The roof tops are just like a highway.'
"Ch,' Kurik grunnted. 'That's different then.'

The consul ate of the Kingdomof Elenia was a fairly

| arge building surrounded by a high, white-nortared
wal | . There were torches set on |ong pol es at each corner,
and a narrow | ane running al ongsi de the wall

‘does that lane run all the way around it?" Kurik asked.
"It did the last time | was here.

There's a significant hole in your plan then, Sparhawk. |
can't junp all the way fromone of these roof tops to the top
of that wall.'

"I don't think |I could either.' Sparhawk frowned. 'Let's
go around and | ook at the other side.

They crept through a series of narrow streets and all eys
that wound al ong the back sides of the houses facing the
consulate wall. A dog cane out and barked at themunti
Kuri k shied a rock at him The dog yel ped and ran off on
three | egs.

"Now | know how a burglar feels,' Kurik ruttered.
"There,' Sparhawk said.

' Ther e where?'

"Right over there. Some hel pful fellow is doing sone
repairs on his roof. See that pile of beans stacked up
agai nst the side of that wall? Let's go see how | ong t hey
are.'

They crossed the alley to the stack of building material
Kuri k studiously nmeasured the beanms off with his feet.
"Marginal,' he observed

"We'll never know until we try,"' Sparhawk told him

"Al'l right. How do we get up to the roof?
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"W' || lean the beans against the wall. If we slant them
up right, we should be able to scranble up and then pul
them after us.'

"I"'mglad you don't have to construct your own siege
engi nes, Sparhawk,' Kurik observed sourly. "Al right.
Let's try it.'

They | eaned several beans against the wall, and Kurik,
grunting and sweating, hauled hinself up to the roof.
"Al'l right,' he whispered down over the edge, 'cone on
ub.’

Sparhawk clinbed up the beam picking up a |arge
splinter in his hand in the process. Then he and Kurik

| abori ously haul ed the beans up after themand carried
them one by one across the roof to the side facing the
consulate wall. The flickering torches atop the wall cast a
faint glow across the roof tops. As they were carrying the
| ast beam Kurik stopped suddenly. 'Sparhawk,' he

call ed softly.

" What ?'

"Two roofs over. There's a wonman |lying there."

'How do you knowit's a wonman?'

' Because she's stark naked, that's how.

"Ch,' Sparhawk said, 'that. It's a Rendorish custom
She's waiting for the noon to rise. They have a
superstition here that the first rays of the noon on a
worman's belly increase her fertility.'

"won't she see us?

"She won't say anything if she does. She's too busy
waiting for the noon. Press on, Kurik. Don't stand there
gawki ng at her.'

They struggled manfully to push a beam out over the
narrow | ane, a task nade nore difficult by the fact that
their | everage dimnished as they shoved the beam out
farther and farther. Finally the stubborn beam cl unked
down on top of the consulate wall. They slid several nore
beans across along its top, then rolled themto one side to
forma narrow bridge. As they were shoving the | ast one
across, Kurik suddenly stopped with a nuttered oath.
"what's wong?' Sparhawk asked him

"How did we get up on this roof, Sparhawk?' Kurik

asked acidly.

"W clinbed up a slanted beam'

"Where did we want to go?

To the top of the wall of the consul ate over there.

" Then why are' we building bridges?

' Because -' Sparhawk stopped, feeling suddenly very
foolish. "W could have just | eaned a beam agai nst the
wal | of the consul ate, coul dnt we?'

"Congratul ations, nmy Lord,' Kurik said sarcastically.
"The bridge was such a perfect solution to the

problem' Sparhawk sai d defensively.

"But totally unnecessary.'

'That doesn't really invalidate the solution, does it?
'O course not.'

"Way don't we just go on across?

"You go ahead. | think I'll go talk with the naked | ady
for a while.'

"Never mind, Kurik. She' has her mnd on other

things.'

"I"'msort of an expert on fertility, if that's what's really
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bot hering her."'

"Let's go, Kurik.

They crossed their nakeshift bridge to the top of the
consulate wall and crept along it until they reached a

pl ace where the branches of a well-watered fig tree
reached up out of the shadows bel ow. They cli nbed

down the tree and stood for a nonment or two beside it
whi | e Sparhawk got his beari ngs.

"You woul dn't happen to know where the consul's
bedchanmber is, would you?' Kurik whispered.

"No,"' Sparhawk replied softly, "but | can guess. It's the
El eni an consul ate, and all official Elenian buildings are
nmore or less the same. The private quarters will be
upstairs at the back.'

"Very good, Sparhawk,' Kurik said dryly. 'That

narrows things down considerably. Now we only have to
search about a quarter of the building.'

They crept through a shadowy garden and entered by

way of an unl ocked back door. They passed through a
darkened kitchen and into the dimy lit central hall. Kurik
suddenly jerked Sparhawk back into the kitchen

"What - ' Sparhawk started to object in a hoarse

whi sper.

" Shhh!"

Qut in the hall there was the bobbing gl ow of a candle.

A matronly wonan, a housekeeper or perhaps a cook,

wal ked towards the kitchen door. Sparhawk shrank back

as she stood franmed in the doorway. Then she took hold

of the handle and firmy closed the door

"How di d you know she was comni ng?' Sparhawk

whi sper ed.

"I don't know,' Kurik whispered back. "I just did.' He
put his ear to the door. "She's noving on,' he reported
softly.

"what's she doing up at this tinme of the night?

"who knows? Maybe she's just making sure all the

doors are | ocked. Aslade does that every night.' He listened at the door
again. There,' he said, "she just closed another ddoor, and | can't hear
her out there any nore. | think she's

gone to bed.'

'The staircase should be just opposite the main entryway,'

Spar hawk whi spered. 'Let's get upstairs before

sonmebody el se cones wandering by.'

They darted out into the hallway and up a broad flight

of stairs to the upper floor

"l ook for an ornate door,' Sparhawk whi spered.
Elius is the naster of the house, so he's likely to have the
nmost | uxurious room You go that way, and I'Il go this.

They separated and went in opposite directions on

tiptoe. At the end of the hallway, Sparhawk found an

el aborately carved door decorated with gilt paint. He

opened it carefully and | ooked inside. By the light of a

dimy glowing oil lanp he saw a stout, florid-faced

man of fifty or so lying on his back in the bed.

The nman was snoring | oudly. Sparhawk recogni zed him He softly
cl osed the door and went | ooking for Kurik,

and nmet himat the head of the stairs.

"how old a man is the consul ?' Kurik whi spered.

"about fifty.'

"The man | saw wasn't him then. There's a carved door

at the far end. There's a young fell ow about twenty in bed
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with a woman.'

"did they see you?'

"they were busy.'

".'" The consul's sleeping alone. He's down at this end."
"l suppose the wonan at the other end could be his wife."
"that's their business, isn't it?

Toget her they tiptoed back down to the gilt-painted

door. Sparhawk eased it open, and they went inside and
crossed the floor to the bed. Sparhawk reached out and
took the consul's shoul der. 'Your Excellency,' he said

qui etly, shaking the man.

The consul's eyes flew open, then glazed and went

bl ank as Kurik rapped him sharply behind the ear with

the hilt of his dagger. They trussed the unconsci ous nman
up in a dark blanket and Kurik uncerenoni ously sl ung

the linp formover his shoulder. "Is that everything we
need here?' he asked.

"That's it,' Sparhawk said. 'Let's go.

They crept back down the stairs and into the kitchen
agai n. Sparhawk carefully closed the door |leading into
the main part of the house. 'Wait here,' he breathed to
Kuri k. 'Let me check the garden. I'Il whistle if it's clear.
He slipped out into the shadowed garden and carefully
moved fromtree to tree, his eyes alert. He suddenly
realized that he was enjoying hinmself inmensely. He

hadn't had so nmuch pure fun since he and Kalten had

been boys and had regularly slipped out of his fathers
house in the m ddle of the night bent on mschief.

He whistled a very poor imtation of a nightingale.

After a nmoment, he heard Kurik's hoarse whi sper
com ng fromthe kitchen door

"I's that you?

for an instant, he was tenpted to whi sper back
but then he got hinmself under control again.
They had sone difficulty getting the inert body of the
consul up the fig tree, but finally nanaged by main
strength. then they crossed their makeshift bridge and
pul l ed the beanms back onto the roof.

"She's still there,' Kurik whispered.

"Who is?

' The naked | ady.

"I't's her roof.'

They dragged the beans back to the far side of the roof
and | owered them agai n. Then Sparhawk clinbed down

and caught the consul's body when Kurik lowered it to
him Kurik joined hima nonent |ater, and they restacked
the beans agai nst the wall

"Al'l nice and neat,' Sparhawk said with satisfaction,
brushi ng his hands together.

Kuri k hefted the body up onto his shoul der again.

"Wn't his wife nmiss hinP' he asked.

"Not very much, | wouldn't think - if that was her in
the bedroom at the other end of the hall. Wy don't we
go back to the nonastery?

They trudged of f carrying the body and reached the
outskirts of town in about half an hour, dodgi ng severa
wat chmen al ong the way. The consul, draped over

Spar hawk' s shoul der, groaned and stirred weakly.

Kuri k rapped himon the head agai n.

When they entered the abbot's study, Kurik uncerenoniously

no
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dunped the unconsci ous nman on the floor

He and Sparhawk | ooked at each other for a nonent,

then they both burst into uncontrollabl e |Iaughter
"What's so funny?' the abbot denanded.

"You shoul d have cone along, nmy Lord,' Kurik

gasped. "I haven't had so much fun in years.' He began
| aughi ng again. 'The bridge was the best, | think.'

"I sort of liked the naked | ady,' Sparhawk di sagreed.
'Have you two been drinking? the abbot asked
suspi ci ousl y.

"Not a drop, nmy Lord,' Sparhawk replied. "It's a

t hought, though, if you've got anything handy. \Were's
Sephr eni a?'

"l persuaded her that she and the child should get sone
sl eep.' The abbot paused. 'Wat naked | ady?' he
demanded, his eyes afire with curiosity.

'There was a wonan up on a roof going through that
fertility ritual,' Sparhawk told him still laughing. "She
sort of distracted Kurik for a nmonent or two.'

"Was she pretty?' The abbot grinned at KuriKk.

"I couldn't really say, ny Lord. | wasn't |ooking at her
face. '

"My Lord Abbot,' Sparhawk said then, a bit nore

Seriously, though he still felt enornobusly exuberant, 'we're

going to question Elius as soon as he wakes up. Please
don't be alarnmed by sone of the things we say to him'

"l quite understand, Sparhawk,' the abbot replied.

"Good. Al right, Kurik, let's wake up his Excell ency
here and see what he has to say for hinself.'

Kuri k stripped the blanket off the consul's |inp body
and began pi nching the unconscious nan's ears and

nose. After a nonent, the consul's eyelids fluttered.
Then he groaned and opened his eyes. He stared bl ankly
at themfor a nonent, then sat up quickly. 'Wo are you?
What's the neaning of this? he demanded.

Kuri k smacked himfirmy across the back of the head.
"You see how it is, Elius,' Sparhawk said blandly. 'You
don't mind if I call you Elius, do you? Possibly you may
renenber ne. The nane's Sparhawk.'

' Spar hawk?' the consul gasped. "I thought you were
dead."'

"That's a highly exaggerated runour, Elius. Now, the
fact of the matter is that you' ve been abducted. W have a
nunber of questions for you. Things will go nuch nore

pl easantly for you if you answer themfreely. O herw se,
you're in for a very bad night.'

"You woul dn't dare!’

Kuri k hit himagain.

"I"'mthe consul of the Kingdomof Elenia,' Elius
blustered, trying to cover the back of his head with both
hands, 'and the cousin of the Primate of C mura. You
can't do this to ne.'

Spar hawk sighed. 'break a few of his fingers, Kurik,'

he suggested, 'just to show himthat we can do this to
him'

Kuri k set his foot against the consul's chest, pushed

hi m back onto the fl oor, and seized the weakly struggling
caPtive's right wist.

"No!' Elius squealed. '"Don't! I'Il tell you anything you
want . '
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"I told you he'd co-operate, ny Lord,' Sparhawk said
conversationally to the abbot, pulling off his Rendorish
robe to stand revealed in his mail coat and sword belt, 'just
as soon as he understood the seriousness of the situation.'
"Your nmethods are direct, Sir Sparhawk,' the abbot

not ed.

"I"'ma plain man, ny Lord,' Sparhawk replied, scratching
at one mailed arnpit. "Subtlety isn't one of nmy strong

poi nts.' He nudged the captive with one foot. "Al right,
then, Elius, I'lIl make things sinple for you. Al you have
to do at first is confirma nunber of statements.' He drew
up a chair and sat down, crossing his legs. 'First of all,
your cousin, the Primate of G mmura, has his eyes on the
throne of the Archprelacy, right?

" You have no proof of that.'

"Break his thunmb, Kurik.'

still holding the consul's wist in his grip, Kurik prised
open the nman's clenched fist and grasped his thunb. 'in
how many pl aces, ny Lord?' he asked politely.

‘Do as many as you can, Kurik. Gve himsonmething to

t hi nk about .’
"No, No! It's true!' Elius gasPed, his eyes wide with
terror.'

"W're naking real progress here,' Sparhawk observed

with a relaxed smile. 'Now You' ve had dealings in the
past with a white-haired nan named Martel. He works

for your cousin fromtinme to tinme. Am| right?

"Y-yes,' Elius faltered.

"Notice howit gets easier as you go along? In fact it was
you who set Martel and his hirelings on me that night
about ten years ago, wasn't it?

"It was his idea,' Elius blurted quickly. "I'd received
orders fromny cousin to co-operate with him He
suggested that | summon you that night. | had no idea

that he intended to kill you."

"You're very naive then, Elius. Lately, a fair nunber of
travellers fromthe northern ki ngdons have been circul ating
runours here in Cppria that there's a groundswel |

of synpathy for Rendorish ains in those kingdons. Is
Martel in any way connected with that canpai gn?

Elius stared at him his lips pressed fearfully shut.
Slowy, Kurik began to bend his thunb back

'Yes, yes!' Elius squeaked, arching back in Pain.

"You were al most backsliding there, Elius,' Sparhawk
chided. "I'd watch that if | were you. The whol e purpose
of Martel's canpaignh here is to persuade the city
dwel l ers of Rendor to join with the desert nonads in an
Eshandi st uprising agai nst the Church. Am| right?
"Martel doesn't confide in ne all that nuch, but |
suppose that's his ultimte goal, yes.

"And he's suppl yi ng weapons, right?

"I'"ve heard that he is.'

"This next one is tricky, Elius, so listen carefully. The
real point here is to stir things up so that the Church
Knights will have to cone here and qui et them down

again. Isn't that so?

El i us nodded sullenly. '"Martel himself hasn't said so,

but ny cousin intimated as much to ne in his last letter.'
"And the uprising is to be tinmed to coincide with the

el ection of the new Archprelate in the Basilica of
Chyrel |l 0s?'
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"I really don't know that, Sir Sparhawk. Pl ease believe
me. You're probably right, but | can't really say for
certain.'

"W'll let that one pass for the nonent. Now, | have a
burning curiosity. Just where is Martel right now?

"He's gone to Dabour to talk with Arasham The old

man's trying to whip his followers into a frenzy so that
they'll start burning churches and expropriating church

| ands. Martel was very upset when he heard about it, and
he hurried to Dabour to try to head it off.

"Probably because it was prenmature?

"I'd i magi ne as much, yes.

"l guess that's about all then, Elius,' Sparhawk said
benignly. "I certainly want to thank you for your cooperation
toni ght.'

"You're letting ne go?' the consul asked incredul ously.
"No, I'mafraid not. Martel's an old friend of m ne.

want to surprise himwhen | get to Dabour, so | can't risk
havi ng you get word to himthat |I'mcomng. There's a
penitent's cell down in the cellar of this nonastery. I'm
sure you feel very penitent just now, and | want to give
you sone tine to reflect on your sins. The cell is quite
confortable, I'mtold. It has a door, four walls, a ceiling
and even a floor.' He |ooked at the abbot. "It does have a
floor, doesn't it, nmy Lord?

'Ch, yes,' the abbot confirmed, 'a nice cold stone one.
"You can't do that!' Elius Protested shrilly.

' Sparhawk,' Kurik agreed, 'you really can't confine a

man in a penitent's cell against his will. It's a violation of
Church | aw. '
"Ch,' Sparhawk said pettishly, "I suppose you're right.

I did want to avoid all the ness. Go ahead and do it the
ot her way, then.

"Yes, ny Lord,' Kurik said respectfully. He drew his
dagger. 'Tell nme, ny Lord Abbot,' he said, 'does your
nmonastery have a graveyard?

"Yes, rather a nice one, actually.

"Ch, good. | hate just to drag themout into the open
countryside and | eave themfor the jackals.' He took hold
of the consul's hair and tipped his head back. Then he set
the edge of his dagger against the cringing man's throat.
"This won't take a nmonent, your Excellency,' he said

prof essi onal | y.

"My Lord Abbot,' Elius squeal ed

"I'mafraid it's altogether out of ny hands, your
Excel | ency,' the abbot said with nock piety. The Church
Kni ghts have their own laws. | wouldn't dream of
interfering.'

'Pl ease, ny Lord Abbot,' Elius pleaded. 'Confine nme to
the penitent's cell.’

"Do you sincerely repent your sins? the abbot asked.
"Yes! Yes. | amheartily ashaned!'

"I amafraid, Sir Sparhawk, that | nust intercede on this
penitent's behal f,' the abbot said. "I cannot permt you to
kill himuntil he has nmade his peace with God.

"That's your final decision, nmy Lord Abbot?' Sparhawk
asked.

"I'mafraid it is, Sir Sparhawk.

"Ch, all right. Let us know as soon as he's conpl eted

hi s penance. Then we'll kill him'
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"OfF course, Sir Sparhawk.

After the violently trenbling Elius had been taken

away by a pair of burly nonks, the three nmen in the room
began to | augh.

"That was rare, mnmy Lord,' Sparhawk congratul ated the
abbot. "It was exactly the right tone.'

"I"'mnot a conplete novice at this sort of thing,

Spar hawk, ' the abbot said. He | ooked at the big Pandi on
shrewdl y. ' You Pandi ons have a reputation for brutality
- particularly where questioning captives is concerned.'
"It seems to me |'ve heard sone runours to that effect,
yes,' Sparhawk adnmitted

"But you don't really do anything to people, do you?
"Not usually, no. "It's the reputation that persuades
people to co-operate. Do you have any idea how hard -
and nessy - it is actually to torture people? W planted
those runmours about our order ourselves. After all, why
work if you don't have to?

"My feelings exactly, Sparhawk. Now,' the abbot said
eagerly, 'why don't you tell ne about the naked |ady -
and the bridge -and anything el se you night have run
across? Don't |eave anything out. I'monly a poor

monk, and | don't really get much fun out of

cloistered life.'

N
*Chapt er 20

Spar hawk wi nced and drew his breath in sharply.

' Sephrenia, do you have to dig straight in? he conplained.
Don't be such a baby,' she told him continuing to pick

at the sliver in his hand with her needle. "If | don't get it
all out, it's going to fester.

He sighed and gritted his teeth together as she

continued to probe. He | ooked at Flute, who had both

hands across her nmouth as if to stifle a giggle.

"You think it's funny?' he asked her crossly.

She lifted her pipes and blew a derisive little trill.
"I'"ve been thinking, Sparhawk,' the abbot said. "If

Anni as has people in jiroch the sane as he has here in
Cippria, wouldn't it be safer just to go around it and
avoid the possibility of being recognized?

"I think we'll have to chance it, ny Lord,' Sparhawk

said. "lI've got a friend in Jiroch | need to talk with before
we go upriver.' He | ooked down at his black robe. 'These
ought to get us past a casual gl ance.’

"I think it's dangerous, Sparhawk.

"Not if we're careful, | hope.

Kuri k, who had been saddling their horses and | oading

the pack mul e the abbot had given them cane into the

room He was carrying a |ong, narrow wooden case. 'Do

you really have to take this? he asked Sephreni a.

"yes, Kurik,' she replied in a sad voice. "I do."

"what's init?

"A pair of swords. They're a part of the burden | bear.
"it's a pretty large box for only two swords."'

"There' |l be others, I'mafraid.' She sighed, then began
to wap Sparhawk's hand with a strip of Iinen cloth.
"it doesn't need a bandage, Sephrenia,' he objected. "it

was only a splinter.'
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She gave hima |l ong, steady stare.

He gave up. "All right,' he said. 'Do whatever you
think is best.'

"Thank you.' She tied the end of the bandage.
"You'll send word to Lariumthen, ny Lord?

Spar hawk asked t he abbot.

"On the next ship that |eaves the harbour, Sir

Spar hawk.

Spar hawk thought a nmonment. "I don't think we'll be
goi ng back to Madel,' he said. 'W have sone conpani ons
staying at the house of the Marquis Lycien there.

The abbot nodded. "I know him' he said.

"Could you get word to themas well? Tell themthat if
everyt hing works out at Dabour, we'll be going hone
fromthere. | think they might as well go on back to

G mura.'

"Il see to it, Sparhawk.
Spar hawk tugged thoughtfully at the knot on his

bandage.
‘Leave it alone,' Sephrenia told him
He took his hand away. "I'mnot trying to tell the

preceptors 'what to do,' he said to the abbot, 'but you
m ght suggest in your nessage that a few snall
contingents of Church Knights in the streets of
Rendorish cities right now mght remnd the | oca
popul ati on of just how unpl easant things can get if they
pay too nuch attention to all these runours.'

"And head off the need for whole armies later on,' the

abbot agreed. "I1'Il definitely mention it in nmy report.'
Sparhawk rose to his feet. "I'min your debt again, ny
Lord Abbot,' he said. 'You always seemto be here when
need you.'

"W serve the sane mast er, Sparhawk,' the abbot

replied. He grinned then. 'Besides,' he added, "I sort of like
you. You Pandi ons don't always do things the way we

woul d, but you get results, and that's what counts, isn't it?
"W can hope.'

"Be careful in the desert, ny friend, and good | uck.'

" Thank you, mny Lord.'

They went down to the central court of the nonastery

as the bells began to chine their call to norning prayers
Kurik tied Sephrenia's sword case to the pack mule's

saddl e, and they all nmounted. Then they rode out

through the front gate with the sound of the bells

hovering in the air above them

Spar hawk' s nood was pensive as they reached the

dusty coast road and turned west towards Jiroch

"What is it, Sparhawk?' Sephrenia asked him

' Those bells have been calling ne for ten years now,'

he replied. "Sonehow |I've always known that soneday

I'd come back to this nonastery.' He straightened in his
saddle. "it's a good place,' he said. "I'ma little sorry to
|l eave it, but...' He shrugged and rode on.

The norning sun was very bright, and it reflected back
blindingly fromthe wastel and of rock, sand, and gravel
lying on the left side of the road. On the right side was a
steep bank | eading down to a gl eam ng white beach, and
beyond that |ay the deep blue waters of the inner sea.
Wthin an hour it was quite warm A half-hour later it

was hot.

"Don't they ever get a winter down here?" Kurik asked.
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nmoppi ng at his stream ng face

"This is winter, Kurik,' Sparhawk told him

"What's it like in the summer?

"Unpl easant. In the sumer you have to travel at

ni ght.'

"*How far is it to jiroch?

" About five hundred | eagues.™

' Three weeks at |east.'

"I'"'mafraid so.'

"W shoul d have gone by ship - waterspouts or not."

"No, Kurik,' Sephrenia disagreed. 'None of us

will be of any help to Ehlana if we're all Ilying on the bottom of
the sea.'

"Wn't that thing that's after us just use magic to | ocate
us anyway?'

"it seens that it can't do that,' she replied. "when it was
| ooking for Sparhawk ten years ago, it had to question
people. It couldn't just sniff himout.'

"I'd forgotten that,' he admtted

They rose early each day, even before the stars faded,

and pushed their horses hard during the early norning

hours before the sun becane a bl udgeon at nidday. Then

they rested in the scant shade of the tent the abbot had
pressed on themwhile their nounts grazed listlessly on
scrubby forage in the blistering sun. As the sun sank
towards the west, they rode on, usually until well after
dark. Cccasionally, they reached sone desert spring,

i nevitably surrounded by |ush vegetation and shade. At
times, they lingered for a day to rest their horses and to
gather the strength to face the savage sun agai n.

It was at such a spring, where crystal water cane

purling out of a rocky slope to gather in an azure poo
surrounded by palmtrees, that the shade of a bl ackarnoured
Pandi on Kni ght visited them Sparhawk, clad

inonly a loincloth, had just enmerged dripping fromthe
pool when he saw the nmounted figure approaching from

the west. Although the sun stood at the figure's back, it cast
no shadow, and he could clearly see the sun-blasted

hill sides through both horse and man. Once again he

caught that charnel house reek, as the figure approached,

he saw that its horse was |little nore than a vacant-eyed
skel eton. He nmade no attenpt to reach a weapon, but stood
shivering despite the nace |ike heat as the nounted

spectre bore down on them Sone few yards away, the

shade reined in its skeletal nount and, with a deadly sl ow
motion, drewits sword. 'Little nmother,' it intoned hollowy
to Sephrenia, "I have done all that | could.' It raised the hilt
of its weapon to its visor in a salute, then reversed the bl ade
and' offered the hilt across its insubstantial forearm
Sephrenia, pale and faltering, crossed the hot gravel to
the spectre and took the sword hilt in both hands. 'Thy
sacrifice shall be remenbered, Sir Knight,' she said in a
trenbling voice

"What is renenbrance in the House of the Dead,

Sephrenia? | did what duty commanded of me. That

alone is ny solace in the eternal silence.' Then it turned
its visored countenance towards Sparhawk. 'Hail,

brother,' it said in that sane enpty voice. 'Know that thy
course is aright. At Dabour shalt thou find that answer

whi ch we have sought. Shoul dst thou succeed in thy
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quest, we shall salute thee with our hollow cheers in the
House of the Dead.

"Hail, brother,' Sparhawk replied in a choked voice,
"and farewel | .’

Then the spectre vani shed.

Wth a long, shuddering npban, Sephrenia collapsed. It
was as if the weight of the suddenly naterialized sword
had crushed her to earth.

Kuri k rushed forward, scooped her slight formup in

his arnms, and carried her back into the shade beside the
pool

Spar hawk, however, noved at a resol ute pace towards

the spot where she had fallen, heedl ess of the blistering
gravel under his naked feet, and retrieved his fallen
brother's sword.

Behi nd him he heard the sound of Flute's pipes. The

mel ody was one that he had not heard before. It was
questioning and filled with a deep sadness and an aching
ki nd of longing. He turned around with the sword in his
hand. Sephrenia lay on a blanket in the shade of the

pal ns. Her face seened drawn, and quite suddenly dark
circles had appeared beneath her now cl osed eyes. Kurik
knelt anxiously beside her, and Flute sat cross-|egged not
far away with her pipes to her lips, 'sending her strange,
hym-1i ke song soaring into the air.

Spar hawk crossed the gravel and stopped in the

shade. Kurik rose and joined him "She won't be able to
go on today,' the squire said quietly, 'perhaps not even
t onorrow. '

Spar hawk nodded.

"This is weakening her terribly, Sparhawk,' Kurik
continued gravely. 'Each tine one of those twelve
knights dies, she seens to wilt a little nore. Whuldn't it
be better to send her back to G mura when we get to
Jiroch?'

' Perhaps so, but she wouldn't go.'

"You're probably right,' Kurik agreed glumy. 'You do
know that you and | could nove faster if we didn't have
her and the little girl along, though, don't you?

'Yes, but what would we do without her when we got

to where we're going?

"You've got a point there, | guess. D d you happen to
recogni ze that ghost?

Spar hawk nodded. 'Sir Kerris,' he said shortly.

"I never got to know himvery well,"' Kurik adnmitted

'He always seened a little stiff and formal.'

'He was a good nan, though.'

"What did he say to you? | was too far away to hear

him'

'"He said that we're on the right course and that we'll
find the answer we need at Dabour.'

"Vell, now,' Kurik said. 'That helps', doesn't it? | was
about half-afraid that we were chasi ng shadows. "
"So was |,"' Sparhawk adnitted

Flute had | aid aside her pipes and now sat beside
Sephreni a. She reached out and took the stricken
worman' s hand and held it. Her small face was grave, but
betrayed no other enotion.

An idea canme to Sparhawk. He went to where

Sephrenia lay. '"Flute,' he said quietly.

The little girl |ooked up at him
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" Can you do sonething to help Sephrenia?

Fl ute shook her head a bit sadly.

"it is forbidden.' Sephrenia's voice was hardly nore

than a whisper, and her eyes were still closed. 'Only
those of us who were present can bear this burden.' She
drew in a deep breath. 'Go put sone clothes on,

Sparhawk,' she said then. 'Don't wal k around like that in
front of the child.'

They remained in the shade beside the pool for the

remai nder of that day and all of the next. On the norning
of the third day, Sephrenia rose and resolutely began to
gather up her things. 'Tine is noving along, gentlenen,’
she said crisply, "and we still have a long way to go.
Spar hawk | ooked closely at her. Her face was stil

haggard, and the deep circles beneath her eyes had not

| essened. As she bent to pick up her veil, he saw severa
silvery strands in her glistening black hair. 'Wuldn't
you be stronger if we stayed here anot her day?' he asked
her .

' Not appreciably, Sparhawk,' she replied in a weary
voice. 'My condition can't be inproved by resting. Let's
move on. It's a long way to Jiroch.'

They rode at an easy pace at first, but after a few nles,
Sephreni a spoke rather sharply. 'Sparhawk,' she said,
'it's going to take all winter if we keep sauntering al ong
like this.'

"Al'l right, Sephrenia,' he said. 'Watever you say.

It was perhaps ten days |ater when they arrived in Jiroch
Like Cippria, the port city in western Rendor was a | ow,
flat town with thick-walled, flat-roofed houses thickly

pl astered with white nortar. Sparhawk | ed them

through a series of twisting alleys to a section of town not
far fromthe river. It was a quarter where foreigners were,
if not actually encouraged, at |east tolerated. Wil e nost
of the people in the streets were still Rendors, there was a
fair spattering of brightly robed Camori ans, a nunber

of Lanorks, and even a few El enians in the crowd.

Sparhawk and the others kept their hoods up and rode
slowy to avoid attracting attention

It was |ate nmorni ng when they reached a nodest house

set sone distance back fromthe street. The man who

owned the house was Sir Voren, a Pandion Knight,

al though fewin Jiroch were aware of that fact. Mst
people in the port city thought of himas a noderately
prosperous El enian nerchant. He did, in fact, engage in
trade. Some years, he even nade a profit. Sir Voren's rea
purpose for being in Jiroch was not commrercial, however.
There were a goodly nunber of Pandi on Knights

subnmerged in the general popul ation of Rendor, and

Voren was their only contact with the not herhouse at

Denos. Al their communications and di spatches passed

t hrough his hands to be conceal ed in the boxes and bal es
of goods he shipped fromthe harbour

A sl ack-1ipped servant with dull, uncurious eyes |ed
Sparhawk and the others through the house and on into

a walled garden filled with the shade of fig trees and the
nmusical trickle of a marble fountain in the centre. Neatly
tended flowerbeds lined the walls, and the noddi ng

bl ossoms were a riot of colours. Voren was seated on a
bench beside the fountain. He was a tall, thin nan with a
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sardoni c sense of humour. His years in this southern

ki ngdom had browned his skin until it was the col our of
an ol d saddl e. Though he was of late mddle age, his hair
was untouched by grey, but his tanned face was a tracery
of wrinkles. He wore no doublet, but rather a plain linen
shirt open at the neck. He rose as they entered the
garden. ' Ah, Mahkra,' he greeted Sparhawk with a bri ef,
sidel ong glance at the servant, 'so good to see you again,
ol d boy.'

"Voren,' Sparhawk responded with a Rendorish bow,

a sinuous novenent that was half genuflection

"Jintal,' Voren said to the servant then, 'be a good

fellow and take this to ny factor down at the docks.' He
fol ded a sheet of parchnment in half and handed it to the
swart hy-faced Rendor.

"As you commuand, Master,' the servant replied, bow ng.
They waited until the sound of the front door of the
house cl osi ng announced that the servant had departed.

"Ni ce enough fellow there,' Voren observed. 'O

course he's fearfully stupid. |I'malways careful to hire
servants who aren't too bright. An intelligent servant is
usually a spy.' Then his eyes narrowed. 'Wait here a
monent,' he said. "I want to be sure he has really left the
house.' He crossed the garden and went back inside.

"I don't renenber his being that nervous,' Kurik said.
"This is a nervous part of the world,' Sparhawk repli ed.
After a few minutes, Voren returned. 'Little nother,"'

he greeted Sephrenia warmy, kissing her palns. 'WII

you gi ve nme your bl essing?

She sniled, touched his forehead, and spoke in Styric.
"I'"ve mssed that,' he confessed, 'even though | haven't
done nmuch lately that deserves blessing. ' Then he | ooked
at her nore closely. '"Aren't you well, Sephrenia?' he
asked her. 'Your face seenms very drawn.'

The heat, perhaps,' she said, passing a sl ow hand

across her eyes.

"Sit here,' he said, pointing at his marble bench. "it's

the coolest place in all of Jiroch. ' He sniled sardonically.
"which isn't saying all that much, 1'Il grant you.'

She sat on the bench, and Flute cl anbered up beside

her .

"Well, Sparhawk,' Voren said, clasping his friend's

hand, 'what brings you back to Jiroch so soon? Did you

| eave sonet hi ng behi nd, perhaps?

"Nothing | can't live without,' Sparhawk replied dryly.
Voren | aughed. 'just to show you how good a friend

am | won't tell Lillias that you said that. Hello, Kurik.
How s Asl ade?

"She's well, nmy Lord Voren.'

"And your sons? You have three, don't you?

"Four, ny Lord. The last one was born after you |eft
Denos. '

"Congratul ations,' Voren said, 'alittle |ate, maybe, but
congratul ations all the sane.'

' Thank you, mny Lord.'

"I need to talk with you, Voren,' Sparhawk said,

cutting across the pleasantries, 'and we don't have nuch
time. '

"And here | thought this was a social visit.' Voren

si ghed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (216 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:31 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

Sparhawk | et that pass. 'Has Vani on nanaged to get
word to you about what's been going on in C nmrura?

The lightly ironic smle faded from Voren's face, and
he nodded seriously. 'That's one of the reasons | was
surprised to see you,' he said. "I thought you were going
to Borrata. Did you have any |uck there?

"l don't know how lucky it was, but we found out
sonething we're trying to track down.' He clenched his
teeth together. 'Voren,' he said darkly, 'Ehlana was
poi soned. '

Voren stared at himfor a monent, then swore. "I
wonder how long it'd take nme to get back to G mmura,’

he said in an icy voice. "I think I1'd like to rearrange Anni as
just a bit. He'd |l ook much better wi thout his head, don't

you t hi nk?'

"You'd have to stand in line, ny Lord Voren,' Kurik

assured him "I know at |east a dozen other people with

the same idea.'

" Anyway,' Sparhawk went on, 'we found out that 'it

was a Rendorish poi son and we've heard of a physician

i n Dabour who m ght know of an antidote. That's where
we' re going now.'

"Where are Kalten and the others?' Voren asked.

"Vanion wote that you had himand sone kni ghts from
the other orders with you.'

"W left themin Madel ,' Sparhawk replied. 'They

didn't | ook-or act-very Rendorish. Have you heard of a
Doctor Tanjin in Dabour?

The one who's reputed to have cured the king's brother
of sone nysterious ailnent? O course. He m ght not want
to talk about it, though. There are sone shrewd guesses
goi ng around about how he managed those cures, and you
know how Rendors feel about magic.'

"I"ll persuade himto talk about it,' Sparhawk told him
"You m ght wish that you hadn't left Kalten and the
others behind,' Voren told him 'Dabours a very unfriendly
pl ace right now.'

"I''"l'l have to manage alone. | sent word to them from
Cippria to go back hone and wait for ne there.

"Womdid you find in Cippria that you could really
trust enough to carry nmessages for you?

"I went to the abbot of that Arcian nonastery on the
east side of town. I've known himfor a long tine.'
Voren | aughed. "Is he still trying to conceal the fact that
he's a Cyrinic?

"Do you know everything, Voren?

That's what |'mhere for. He's a good man, though

H's methods are a little pedestrian, but he gets things

done."'

"What ' s happening in Dabour right now?" Sparhawk
asked. "I don't want to walk in there with ny eyes
cl osed.'

Voren sprawl ed on the grass near Sephrenia's feet and

hooked hi s hands about one knee. 'Dabour's al ways

been a strange place,' he replied. "it was Eshand's hone,

and the desert nonmads think of it as a holy city. At any
given time there are usually a dozen or so religious

factions all fighting with each other for control of the holy
pl aces there.' He smiled wyly. '"Wuld you believe that

there are twenty-three tonbs there, all purporting to be
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the final resting place of Eshand? | strongly suspect that
at | east sone of themare spurious - unless they

di smenbered the holy man after his death and buried

hi m pi eceneal .’

Sparhawk sank to the grass beside his friend. 'This is
just a thought,' he said, 'but could we throw sone

cl andestine support to one of the other factions and
under ni ne Arasham s position?

"it's a nice idea, Sparhawk, but at the nonment there
aren't any other factions. After Arashamreceived his

epi phany, he spent forty years externminating all possible
rivals. There was a blood bath in central Rendor of

col ossal proportions. Pyram ds of skulls dot the desert
out there. Finally, he gained control of Dabour, and he
rules there with an authority so total that he nmakes O ha
of Zenmoch look like a liberal. He has thousands of rabid
followers wio blindly follow his every lunatic whim

They roamthe streets with sun-baked brains and burning
eyes, searching for any infraction of obscure religious

| aws. Hordes of the unwashed and lice-ridden and only
mar gi nal |y human rage through the streets in search of
the opportunity to burn their neighbours at the stake.
"That's direct enough,' Sparhawk said. He gl anced at
Sephrenia. Flute had di pped a handkerchief into the
fountain and was gently bathing the small wonan's face
with it. Peculiarly, Sephrenia had her head | aid agai nst
the little girl's shoulder as if she were the child. 'Arasham
has gathered an arny, then?' he asked Voren

Voren snorted. 'Only an idiot would call it an arny.

They can't march anywhere because they have to pray

every hal f-hour, and they blindly obey even the obvious
nm sstatements of that senile old man.' He | aughed
harshly. ' Arasham soneti nes stunbl es over the

| anguage - which isn't surprising, since he's probably at
| east hal f baboon - and once, during his canpai gns back
in the hinterlands, he gave an order. He neant to say,
"Fal | upon your foes," but it cane out wong. |nstead, he
said, "Fall upon your swords," and three whole regi nents
did exactly that. Arasham rode hone al one that

day, trying to figure out what had gone wong.'

"You' ve been here too long, Voren.' Sparhawk

| aughed. 'Rendor's starting to sour your disposition.

"I can't abide stupidity and filth, Sparhawk, and
Arasham s followers believe devoutly in the sanctity of

i gnorance and dirt.'

"You're starting to develop a fine flair for rhetoric,

t hough.'
"Contenpt is a powerful seasoning for one's words,'
Voren admitted. "I can't say what | think openly here in

Rendor, so | have plenty of time to polish my phrases in
private.' His face grew serious. 'Be very careful in
Dabour, Sparhawk,' he advised. 'Arasham has a coupl e

of dozen disciples - some of whom he even knows.

They're the ones who really control the city, and they're
all as crazy as he is.'

' That bad?'

'Wrse, probably.’

"You' ve al ways been such a cheerful fellow Voren,
Sparhawk said dryly.

"it's a failing of mne. | try to look on the bright side of
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things. Is anything happening in Cppria | ought to know
about ?'

"You nmight want to look into this,' Sparhawk said,

plucking at the grass beside him 'There are sone
foreigners going about there trying to encourage the belief
that the peasantry in the El ene kingdonms in the north are
on the verge of open rebellion against the Church because
they support the goals of the Eshandi st novenent.'

"I'"ve heard sone runours about that,' Voren said. "it
hasn't gone very far here in jiroch yet.
"it's just a question of time until it does, | think. It's

fairly well organized.'

"Any idea of who's behind it?

"Martel, and we all know for whom he works. The

whole idea is to stir up the city dwellers to join with
Arashamin an uprising against the Church here in

Rendor at the sane time that the Hierocracy is gathering
in Chyrellos to elect a new Archprelate. The Church

Kni ghts woul d have to cone here to put the fire out, and
that would give Annias and his supporters a free hand in
the el ection. W' ve passed the word to the mlitant
orders, so they should be able to take steps.' Sparhawk
rose fromthe grass. 'How long is your servant likely to
take to run his errand?' he asked. "it might be better if we
were gone when he canme back. He nay not be too bright,

but | know Rendors, and they like to gossip.'

"I think you' ve got a little time left. Jintal's fastest pace
is aleisurely saunter. You'll have time to eat something,
and |I'lIl give you some fresh supplies.

"I's there any safe place to stay in Dabour?' Sephrenia
asked the sardoni c man.

"No place in Dabour is really safe, Sephrenia,' Voren
replied. He | ooked at Sparhawk. 'Do you renenber

Perrai ne?" he asked.

‘"Lean fellow? Al npbst never tal ks?

"That's him He's in Dabour posing as a cattle buyer

He goes by the nanme Mrrel ek, and he's got a place near
the stockyards. The desert people need him- unless they
want to eat all their own cows - so he has nore or less the
free run of the city. He'll put you up and keep you out of
trouble.' Voren grinned a bit slyly. 'Speaking of trouble,
Sparhawk,' he said, "I'd strongly advise you to get out of
Jiroch before Lillias finds out that you're back.

"I's she still unhappy?' Sparhawk said. "I thought that
she' d have found someone to confort her by now. '

"I"'msure she has - several, probably - but you know
Lillias. She hol ds grudges.'

"I left her full title to the shop,' Sparhawk said a bit
def ensively. "She should be doing very well by nowif she
pays attention to business.'

"The last | heard, she was, but that's not the point. The
whole thing is that you said your farewells - and left your

bequest - in a note. You didn't give her the chance to
scream weep, and threaten to kill herself.'

"'That was sort of the idea.

"You were' terribly unkind to her, ny friend. Lillias

thrives on high drama. when you slipped out in the
m ddl e of the night the way you did, you robbed her of a

wonder ful opportunity for histrionics.' Voren was
grinni ng openly.
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"Do you really have to pursue this?
"I"'mjust trying to give you a friendly warning,

Sparhawk. Al you'll have to face at Dabour are severa

t housand how ing fanatics. Here in Jiroch, you'll have to
face Lillias, and she's nuch, much nore dangerous.

N

*Chapt er 21

They left Voren's house quietly about half an hour |ater
Spar hawk | ooked cl osely at Sephrenia as they nounted

their horses. Although it was scarcely past noon, she

al ready | ooked weary. 'Could this thing that's after us stir
up a waterspout on the river?' he asked her

She frowned. "it's hard to say,' she replied. 'Nornally,
I'd say no, there's not enough open water. But the
creatures of the underworld can overcone some natura

laws if they choose.' She thought a nonent. 'How wi de

is the river here?" she asked.

"Not very,' he replied. 'There's not enough water in the
whol e of Rendor to nmake a wide river.'

"The river banks would nmake it very hard to direct a
spout,' she said thoughtfully. 'You saw how erratically
the one that destroyed Mabin's ship was noving.'

"We'll have to chance it, then,' he said. 'You're too
exhausted to ride all the way to Dabour, and it's going to
get hotter as we ride south.'

"Don't take unnecessary chances just for ny sake,

SPar hhawk.

"it's not entirely for your sake,' he told her. 'W've |ost
a lot of tine already, and going by boat is faster than
riding. We'll stay close to the river bank in case we need
to get off the boat in a hurry.’

"What ever you think best,' she said, slunping slightly

in her saddl e.

They rode out into the teem ng street where bl ackrobed
nonads fromthe desert nmingled with the nore

brightly garbed city dwellers and the nerchants fromthe
northern ki ngdons. The street was filled with noise and
with those peculiarly Rendorish scents - spices, perfunes
and t he pervadi ng odour of snoking olive oil.

"Who's this Lillias? Kurik asked curiously as they rode
down along the street towards the river

"it's not inportant,' Sparhawk replied shortly.

"If this person is dangerous, |1'd say that it's fairly
important for nme to know about it."

"Lillias isn't dangerous in that particular way.'
"W're tal king about a wonan, | gather.

It was obvious that Kurik did not intend to be put off.
Sparhawk made a sour face. '"All right,' he said. "I was

here in Jiroch for ten years. Voren set me up in a little
shop where | went by the nane Mahkra. The idea was
that | could drop out of sight so that Martel's hirelings

couldn't find ne. In order to keep busy, | gathered
information for Voren. To do that, | needed to | ook |like all
the other nmerchants on that street. They all had m stresses,
so | needed one, too. Her name was Lillias

Sati sfied?

"That was quick. The lady has a short tenper, | take it?
"No, Kurik. She has a very long one. Lillias is the kind

of woman who nurses grudges.'
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"Ch, that kind. I'd like to nmeet her.'

‘"No, you wouldn't. | don't think you'd care for all the
scream ng and dramatics.'
"That bad?'

"Way do you think I slipped out of town in the niddle
of the night? Do you suppose we could drop this?

Kurik started to chuckle. 'Excuse ne for |aughing, ny
Lord,' he said, '"but as | recall, you weren't exactly
brimring with synmpathy when | told you about ny

i ndi scretion with Talen's nother."'

"Al'l right. W're even, then.' Sparhawk clanped hi S
Iips shut and rode on, ignoring Kurik's |aughter

The docks that jutted out into the nuddy flow of the
GQule River were rickety affairs and they were draped
with smelly fishnets. Dozens of the wide-beaned river
boats that plied the stream between jiroch and Dabour
were nmoored to them Dark-skinned sailors clad in

| oi ncl oths and with cl oths wound about their heads

| ounged on their decks. Sparhawk di smounted and
approached an evil -1l ooking one-eyed man in a | oose-fitting,
striped robe. The one-eyed nan stood on the

dock bawing orders at a lazy-looking trio of sailors
aboard a nud-sneared scow.

" Your boat?' the knight asked.

"What of it?: '

'is it for hire?

' That depends on the price.’

"W can work that out. How many days to Dabour?

' Three, maybe four days, depending on the wind.' The
captain was assessing Sparhawk and the others with his
good eye. Hi s surly expression changed, and he sniled
an oily snmile. '"Wiy don't we talk about the price, noble
sir?" he suggested.

Spar hawk nmade some pretence at haggling, then

di pped into the pouch of coins Voren had given him and
counted silver into the riverman's griny hand. The
man' s single eye cane alight when he saw the pouch

They boarded the boat and tethered their horses

am dships as the three sailors slipped the hawsers,
pushed the boat out into the current, and raised the
single, slanted sail. The river was sluggish, and the stiff
onshore breeze blowing in off the Arcian Strait pushed
t hem upstream agai nst the current at a goodly speed.
"Watch yoursel ves,' Sparhawk nuttered to his conpani ons
as they unsaddled their nounts. 'Qur captain

appears to be an independent businessman with his eye
open for opportunities.' He wal ked aft to where the one-eyed
man stood at the tiller. "I want you to keep as cl ose
to shore as you can,' he said.

"What for?' The captain's | one eye becane suddenly
wary.

"My sister's afraid of water,' Sparhawk inprovised. "if I
give you the word, put your boat up agai nst the bank so
that she can get off.’

"You're paying.' The captain shrugged. 'W'll do it any
way you like.'

"Do you run at night?' Sparhawk asked him

The captain shook his head. "Some do, but | don't

There are too many snags and hidden rocks for ny taste
We npor up agai nst the bank when it gets dark.'

"CGood. | like prudence in a sailor. It nakes for safer
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journeys -which brings up a point.' He opened the front

of his robe to, reveal his mail coat and the heavy

broadsword belted at his side. 'Do you get ny neani ng?

he asked.

The captain's face clouded with chagrin. 'You have no

right to threaten me on ny own boat,' he bl ustered.

"As you said before, |I'mpaying. Your crew looks a little

undependable to ne, Captain, and your own face isn't

one to inspire trust.'

The captain's face grew sullen. 'You don't have to be

insulting,' he said.

"if 1'"ve msjudged you, I'Il apol ogize later. W have

certain valuables with us and we'd prefer to keep them
My friends and | will sleep on the foredeck. You and your

men can sleep aft. | trust that won't inconveni ence you

too much?'

"Aren't you being a little overcautious?

"Nervous tines, neighbour. Nervous tines. Renenber,

when we tie up to the bank for the night, keep your

men on the aft deck - and warn t hem agai nst sl eepwal ki ng.

A boat can be a very dangerous place for that sort of

thing, and I"'ma light sleeper.' He turned and wal ked

back forward

The river banks on either side were covered with thick,

rank vegetation, though the hills rising behind those

narrow strips of green were barren and rock-strewn.

Sparhawk and his friends sat on the foredeck, keeping a

careful eye on the captain and his sailors and watching

for any signs of unusual -1 o0oking weather. Flute sat

astride the bowsprit playing her pipes while Sparhawk

spoke quietly with Sephrenia and Kurik. Sephrenia

al ready knew the custons of the country, so Sparhawk's

instruction was directed prinmarily at his squire. He

cautioned hi mabout the many mnor things that could be

taken as personal insults and about other things that

wer e consi dered sacril egi ous.

"Who made up all these stupid rules? Kurik

demanded.

"Eshand,' Sparhawk replied. 'He was crazy, and crazy

peopl e take great confort in rituals.'

" Anyt hi ng el se?"

"One other thing. If you should happen to encounter

any sheep, you have to step aside for them™

'Say that again?' Kurik's tone was incredul ous.

"It's very inportant, Kurik.

"You're not serious!'

'Deadly serious. Eshand was a shepherd when he was

a boy and he used to go absolutely wild when soneone

rode through his flock. Wien he cane to power, he

announced that God had revealed to himthat sheep were

holy ani mal s and that everyone had to give way to them'

"That's crazy, Sparhawk,' Kurik protested.

"Cf course it is. It's the |law here, though.'

"Isn't it strange how the El ene God's revel ations

al ways seemto coincide exactly with the prejudi ces of

Hi s prophets?' Sephrenia murnured.

"Do they do anything at all |ike normal people? Kurik

asked.

"Not many things, no."

As the sun went down, the captain noored his boat
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agai nst the river bank, and he and his sailors spread
pallets on the aft deck. Sparhawk rose and went am dships
He laid his hand on Faran's neck. 'Stay awake,' he

told the big roan. "if soneone starts creeping around in
the middle of the night, Ilet ne know about it.

Faran bared his teeth and shifted around until he was
resolutely facing aft. Sparhawk patted his runp
famliarly and went back forward.

They took a cold supper of bread and cheese, then

spread their blankets on the deck

" Sparhawk,' Kurik said after they had settled down for

t he night.

"Yes, Kurik?

"I'"ve just had a thought. Are there many people riding

in and out of Dabour?

"usual ly, yes. Arashami s presence there tends to

attract |arge crowds.'

"l sort of thought so. Whuldn't we be a little |less
conspicuous if we got off this boat a | eague or so this side
of Dabour and joined one of the groups of pilgrinms riding
into the city?

"You think of everything, don't you, Kurik?

"That's what you pay nme for, Sparhawk. Sonetines

you knights aren't too practical. it's a squire's job to keep
you out of trouble.'

"I appreciate that, Kurik.

‘"No extra charge,' Kurik said.

The ni ght passed uneventfully, and at dawn the sailors
cast off their moorings and raised the sail again. They
passed the town of Kodhl about ni dnorning of the

foll owi ng day and sailed on upriver towards the holy city
of Dabour. The river between towns was heavily

travell ed. There seened to be no organi zed pattern to the
traffic, and the boats occasionally bunped into each
other. Such incidents were usually acconpani ed by an
exchange of curses and insults.

It was about noon on the fourth day when Sparhawk

went aft to have a word with the one-eyed captain.

"W're getting fairly close, aren't we?' he asked.

" About five nore | eagues,' the captain replied, noving
his tiller slightly to avoid an oncom ng boat. 'Mangy son
of a three-|egged donkey,' he bell owed at the steersman
of the other vessel

"May your nother break out in warts!' the steersman
replied pleasantly.

"I think ny friends and I mght want to go ashore

before we actually reach the city,' Sparhawk said to the
captain. 'We want to look around a bit before we neet

any of Arashami s followers, and the docks are likely to be
wat ched rather closely.'’

' That m ght be a wi se nove,' the captain agreed.

"Besides, | get a feeling that you m ght be up to no good
and 1'd rather not get involved.

"I't works out for both of us, then, doesn't it?

It was early afternoon when the captain put his tiller
over and drove the prow of his boat up onto a narrow
strip of sandy beach. 'This is about as close as | can get
you,' he told Sparhawk. 'The bank gets marshy just up
ahead. "

"How far is Dabour from here?' Sparhawk asked him
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"Four, nmaybe five mles.'

' G ose enough, then.'

The sailors ran the gangway out to the sand from

am dshi ps, and Sparhawk and his friends led their

horses and their pack nule down to the beach. They had

no sooner disenbarked than the sailors pulled in the
gangway and pushed the boat out into the river with |ong
pol es. Then the captain manoeuvred his craft out into the
current and noved back downriver. There was no

exchange of farewells.

"Are you going to be all right?" Sparhawk asked
Sephrenia. Her face ~was still drawn, although the dark
circles under her eyes had begun to fade.

"I''l'l be fine, Sparhawk,' she assured him

"if we lose too many nore of thoSe knights, though,

you won't be, will you?

"I don't really know,' she replied. "I've never been in
this exact position before. Let's go on to Dabour and tal k
with Doctor Tanjin.

They rode up off the beach through the scrubby bushes
that bordered it and soon reached the dusty road that |ed
to Dabour. There were other travellers on that road,

bl ack-robed nomads for the nost part, with their dark
eyes afire with religious fervour. Once they were forced
to the side of the road by a herd of sheep. The herders,
mount ed on mul es, rode arrogantly and deliberately

bl ocked the road as nmuch as possible with their aninmals.
Their expressions clearly dared anyone to object.
"I never |iked sheep very nuch,' Kurik muttered,
I like sheep-herders even |less."'

"Don't let it show,' Sparhawk advised him

"They eat a lot of nutton down here, don't they?
Spar hawk nodded.

"I'sn't it sort of inconsistent to butcher and eat a sacred
ani mal ?'

' Consistency is not one of the nore notable characteristics
of the Rendorish m nd.

As the sheep passed, Flute raised her pipes and played

a peculiarly discordant little nmelody. The sheep suddenly
grew wil d-eyed, mlled for a nonent, then

st anpeded across the desert with the sheep-herders in
frantic pursuit. Flute covered her nmouth with a soundl ess
gi ggl e.

"Stop that,' Sephrenia chided.

"Did what | think happened, happen?' Kurik said in
amazenent .

"I wouldn't be at all surprised,' Sparhawk said.

"I really like that little girl, you know?' Kurik was
grinning broadly.

They rode on at the tail end of the crowd of pilgrins.
After a time they crested a low hill and saw the city of
Dabour spread out bel ow them There were the usua

whi t e- pl astered houses clustered near the river, but
beyond them stretching in all directions, were hundreds
of large black tents. Sparhawk shaded his eyes with one
hand and scanned the city. 'The cattle pens are over
there,' he said, pointing to the eastern edge of town. 'We
shoul d be able to find Perraine there sonmewhere."

They angl ed down the hill, avoiding the buildings and
tents in the southern section of Dabour. As they began to
ride through a cluster of tents pitched between them and

and
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the pens, a bearded nomad with a brass pendant set with
a bit of glass hanging on a chain about his neck stepped
out frombehind a tent to bar their path. 'Were do you
think you're going? he demanded. He nade a qui ck,

i mperious gesture with one hand, and a dozen ot her

bl ack-robed nen came out into the open with | ong pikes
in their hands.

"W have business at the cattle pens, noble sir,’
Sparhawk replied mildly.

"Ch,really? the bearded man sneered. " | see no cows.'
He | ooked around at his followers with a selfcongratul atory
smrk as if terribly pleased with his own

cl ever ness.

'The cows are conming, noble sir,' SParhawk told him

"W were sent on ahead to nmmke arrangenents.’

The man with the pendant knit his brows, trying hard

to find something wong with that. 'Do you know who |
an?' he demanded finally in a pugnaci ous tone of voice
"I"'mafraid not, noble sir,' Sparhawk apol ogi zed. "I
haven't had the pl easure of nmaking your acquai ntance.
"You think you're very clever, don't you? the officious
fell ow demanded. 'All these soft answers don't deceive
me in the least.'

"I wasn't trying to be deceptive, neighbour,' Sparhawk
said with a slight edge coming into his voice, 'nerely
polite. '

"I am U esim favoured disciple of holy Arasham' the
bearded man said, striking his chest with his fist.
"1'"'moverwhel red by the honour of neeting you,'

Spar hawk sai d, bowing in his saddle.

"That's all you have to say?" U esimexclainmed, his eyes
bul ging at the inmagined insult.

"As | said, Lord Uesim |'moverwhelmed. | hadn't
expected to be greeted by so illustrious a nan.'

"I"'mnot here to greet you, cowherd. |'mhere to take
you into custody. Get down off your horses.

Spar hawk gave hima | ong | ook, assessing the situation
Then he swung down from Faran's back and hel ped
Sephrenia to di snount.

"What's this all about, Sparhawk?' she whispered as

she lifted Flute down.

"I'"d guess that he's a mnor bootlicker trying to assert
his own inportance,' Sparhawk whi spered back. 'W

don't want to stir anything up, so let's do as he says.

' Take the prisoners to ny tent,' U esi mconmmanded
grandly after a nmonent's hesitation. The favoured disciple
didn't seemto know exactly what to do

The pi kermen stepped forward threateningly, and one

of themled the way towards a tent surnounted by a
droopi ng pennon made of dirty green cloth.

They were roughly shoved into the tent, and the flap

was tied down.

Kuri k's expression was filled with contenpt. 'Amateurs,'
he muttered. ' They hold those pikes |ike shepherd's
crooks and they didn't even search us for weapons.

'They may be amateurs, Kurik,' Sephrenia said softly,
"but they've managed to take us prisoner.'

"Not for long,' Kurik growl ed, reaching under his robe
for his dagger. "I'll cut a hole in the back of the tent, and
we can be on our way.'
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"No,"' Sparhawk said quietly. 'W'd have a horde of
how i ng fanatics on our heels in about two minutes if we
did that.'

"W're not just going to sit here?' Kurik asked

i ncredul ously.

‘Let nme handle it, Kurik.'

They sat waiting in the stifling tent as the minutes

dragged by.
After a bit, the tent-flap opened and U esimentered
with two of his nen close behind him "I will have your

nane from you, cowherd,' he said arrogantly.

"I amcall ed Mahkra, Lord U esim' Sparhawk replied
meekly, '"and this is nmy sister, her daughter, and ny
servant. May | ask why we have been detai ned?

Uesims eyes narrowed. 'There are those who refuse

to accept holy Arashamis authority,' he declared. 'I,

U esim his nost favoured disciple, have taken it upon
mysel f to root out these fal se prophets and send themto
the stake. Holy Arashamrelies upon nme conpletely.

"I's that still going on?" Sparhawk asked in mild

surprise. "I thought that all opposition to Arasham had
been stanped out decades ago.

"Not so! Not so!' Uesimhal f-shrieked. 'There are stil

pl otters and conspirators hiding in the desert and | urking
inthe cities. I will not rest until | have unearthed every
one of these crimnals and consigned themto the flanmes. '
"You have nothing to fear fromne or ny band, Lord

U esim' Sparhawk assured him 'W revere the holy

prophet of God and pay hi m honmage in our prayers.

'So you say, Mahkra, but can you prove your identity

and satisfy ne that you have legitinmate business in the
holy city?" The fanatic smirked at his two cohorts as if he
had just scored a trenendous point.

"Way yes, Lord Uesim' Sparhawk replied calmy, "I
believe | can. W are here to speak "with a cattle buyer
naned Mrrelek. Do you perhaps know hin?'

U esimpuffed hinself up. 'What would |, the favoured

di sciple of holy Arasham have to do with some comon
cattle buyer?

One of the disciple's toadies | eaned forward and

whi spered at sone length in Uesinms ear. The disciple's
expression grew less and less certain and finally even a

bit frightened. "I will send for this cattle buyer you
mentioned,' he declared grudgingly. "if he confirns your
story, well and good, but if not, | will take you to holy

Arasham hi nsel f for judgenent.'

"As the Lord U esimw shes,' Sparhawk bowed. "if you
woul d have your nessenger tell Mrrelek that Mahkra is
here with greetings fromhis little nother, |I'msure he'l
conme here immediately and clear up this whole matter.'
"You'd better hope so, Mahkra,' the bearded disciple
said threateningly. He turned to the toady who had

whi spered in his ear. 'Go and fetch this Mrrel ek. Repeat
the nmessage of this cowherd to himand tell himthat |,
U esim favoured disciple of holy Arasham conmand

his presence i mediately.'

"At once, favoured one,' the fellow replied and

hurried fromthe tent. U esimglowered at Sparhawk for

a monent, then he and his other sycophant left the tent.
"You've still got your sword, Sparhawk,' Kurik said.

"Way didn't you just let the air out of that w ndbag?
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coul d have dealt with the other two.'

"It wasn't necessary.' Sparhawk shrugged. "I know
Perraine well enough to know that by now he's managed
to nake hinsel f indispensable to Arasham He'll be

here shortly and put U esi mfavoured-di scipl e-of -hol y- Arasham
in his place.'

"Aren't you ganbling, Sparhawk?' Sephrenia asked.

"What if Perraine doesn't recogni ze the name Mahkra?

As | recall, you were in Jiroch, and he's been here in

Dabour for years.

'"He may not recognize the nane | go by here in

Rendor,' Sparhawk replied, But he can't fail to recognize

yours, little nother. It's a very old password. The
Pandi ons have been using it for years.'
She blinked. "I'"mvery flattered,' she said, But why

didn't soneone tell ne?'

Sparhawk turned to her in sone surprise. 'W al

t hought you knew.'

It was perhaps a quarter of an hour later when Uesim
escorted a lean, saturnine man in a striped robe into the
tent. Uesinms manner was obsequi ous and his expresSion
worried. This is the fellow | was telling you about,
honoured Merel ek,' he fawned.

" Ah, Mahkra,' the | ean nman said, coming forward to

take Sparhawk's hand warmly in his own. 'So good to see
you again. What seens to be the trouble here?

"A slight msunderstanding is all, Merelek,' Sparhawk
replied, bowing slightly to his fell ow Pandi on.

"Wll, that's all straightened out now.' Sir Perraine
turned to the favoured disciple. "Isn't it, U esin®

'O of course, honoured Merelek,' Uesimfaltered, his
face visibly pale now.

"What ever possessed you to detain ny friends?
Perraine's tone was mld, but there was a slight edge to it.
"I-1"monly trying to protect holy Arasham'

'Ch? And did he ask for your protection?

"Wll - not in so many words.

"l see. That was very brave of you, Uesim Surely you
know how holy Arasham feel s about those who act

i ndependently of his instructions? Many have |lost their
heads for taking too nuch upon thensel ves.

U esimbegan to trenble violently.

"I"'msure he'll forgive you when | tell himof the
i ncident, however. A |esser man would be sent to the
bl ock imedi ately, but after all, you're his favourite

disciple, aren't you? Was there anything el se, U esin®
Mutely, his face pasty white, U esimshook his head.

"My friends and I will be going, then. Com ng,

Mahkra?' Sir Perraine led themfromthe tent.

As they rode through the city of tents that had grown

up on the outskirts of Dabour, Perraine talked at |ength
about how depressed the cattle nmarket currently was.

The tents they passed had apparently been pitched at
random and there was nothing resenbling a street.
Hordes of dirty children ran and played in the sand, and
di spirited-1ooking dogs rose fromthe shady side of each
tent they passed to bark indifferently a fewtines before
returning to flop down out of the sun again.

Perrai ne's house was a square, blocklike structure that
stood in the centre of a patch of weedy ground just
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beyond the tents. 'Cone inside,' the knight told them

|l oudly as they reached the door. "I want to hear nore
about this cattle herd of yours.'

They went in, and he closed the door. It was di mand

cool inside. The house had but a single room There were
rudi nentary cooking facilities on one side and an unnmade
bed on the other. A nunber of |arge, porous jugs

hung fromthe rafters, each seeping noisture which
dripped into puddles on the floor. A table and two
benches sat in the nmiddle of the room "It's none too
ornate,' Perraine apol ogi zed.

Spar hawk | ooked neaningfully at the | one wi ndow at

t he back of the house, a wi ndow that seemed only | oosely
shuttered. "Is it safe to tal k?' he asked in a | ow voice.
Perrai ne | aughed. 'Oh, yes, Sparhawk,' he replied. 'in

my spare tinme |'ve been nurturing a thorn bush outside
that wi ndow. You'd be amazed at how nuch it's grown

and how long the thorns are. You're |ooking well, ny
friend. | haven't seen you since we were novices.

Perrai ne spoke with the faintest trace of an accent. Unlike
nmost Pandi ons, he was not an El enian, but came instead
fromsonmewhere in the vast reaches of central Eosia.

Spar hawk had al ways |iked him

"You seemto have | earned how to tal k, Perraine,’
Sephrenia said. 'You were always so silent before.'

He smiled. "It was nmy accent, little nmother,' he said. "I
didn't want people nmaking fun of ne.' He took her wiStS
and kissed her palns in greeting and asked her bl essing.
"You renenber Kurik?' Sparhawk sai d.

"COfF course,' Perraine replied. '"He trained ne with the

| ance. Hello, Kurik. How s Asl ade?

"Very well, Sir Perraine,' Kurik said. "I
asked. What was that business back there a
Uesim | nean?

'"He's one of the officious toads who've attached

t hensel ves to Arasham'

"I's he really a disciple?

Perraine snorted. "I doubt that Arasham even knows

his name,' he said. 'OF course there are days when
Arasham doesn't even know his own. There are dozens

like Uesim- self-appointed disciples who go around

bot heri ng honest people. He's probably five mles out
into the desert by now and riding very hard to get away.
Arashamis very firm'w th people who overstep what
little authority he gives them Wy don't we all sit
down?'

'"How di d you manage to accumnul ate so much power,

Perrai ne?' Sephrenia asked him U esi mbehaved as if

you were sone king or sonething.

"I't wasn't really too hard,' he replied. 'Arasham has
only two teeth in his head - and they don't neet. | give
hima tender, nmilk-fed veal every other week as a token of
my unspeakabl e regard for him Od nen are very
interested in their bellies, so Arashamis profuse in his
thanks. The disciples aren't blind, so they defer to ne
because of Arasham s supposed favour. Now, what

brings you to Dabour?'

"Voren suggested that we | ook you up,' Sparhawk

said. 'We need to talk with soneone here, and we didn't
want to attract too nuch attention.

"My house is yours,' Perraine said ironically, 'such as it

tell her you

I
Il about - with
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is. Who is it you need to talk with?

"A physician ' naned Tanjin,' Sephrenia told him
renovi ng her veil

Perrai ne | ooked at her rather closely. 'You are |ooking a

bit unwell, Sephrenia,' he said, 'but couldn't you find a
physician in Jiroch?

She smled briefly. "It's not for me, Perraine,' she told
him "It has to do with soneone el se. Do you know this
Tanjin?'

' Everybody in Dabour knows him He keeps quarters

in the back of an apothecary shop in the central square.
Hi s house is being watched, though. Their are runours
goi ng about that he dabbles in magic sonetines, and the
zeal ots have been trying to catch himat it.'

"It mght be better to walk to the square, wouldn't you
say?' Sparhawk asked

Perrai ne nodded.

"And | think we'll wait until just before the sun goes
down. That way we'll have sonme dar kness when we
come out - just in case we need it.

"Do You want me to go with you?

"It might be better if Sephrenia and | went al one,

Sparhawk replied. 'You have to stay here, and we don't.

If Tanjin's under suspicion, visiting himcould jeopardize

your position here in Dabour.'

"Stay out of alleys, Sparhawk,' Kurik grow ed.

Spar hawk notioned to Flute, and she cane to him

obediently. He put his hands on her shoul ders and

| ooked directly into her face. "I want you to stay here with
Kurik,' he told her.

She | ooked at himgravely, then inpudently crossed

her eyes at him

"Stop that,' he said. 'Listen to ne, young lady, |I'm

seri ous.

"just ask her, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia advised. 'Don't try

to order her around.'

"please flute, will you please stay here?

She sm | ed sweetly, put her hands together in front of

her, and curtsi ed.

'You see how easy it is? Sephrenia said.

"Since we've got sone tine, I'll fix you all something to

eat,' Perraine said, rising to his feet.

"Did you know that all your bottles are leaking, Sir
Perraine?' Kurik said, pointing at the dripping vessels
hanging fromthe rafters.

"Yes,' Perraine replied. 'They nmake a ness on the floor,
but they help to keep it cool in here.' He went to the
hearth and funbled for a few monments with flint, steel

and tinder. He built up a very small fire of tw gs and

twi sted chunks of the branches of desert shrubs. Then he

set a kettle on the fire, took a | arge pan, and poured oil in
it. He set the pan on the coals and took several chunks of
meat out of a covered bow . As the oil began to snoke, he

dropped the neat into the pan. "I'mafraid it's only
mutton,' he apologised. "I wasn't expecting conpany.' He

spiced the sizzling nmeat liberally to disguise its flavour,

then brought heavy plates to the table. He went back to the

fire and opened an earthenware jar. He took a pinch of tea

fromthe jar, dropped it into a nug, and poured hot water

fromthe kettle into the nug. 'For you, little nother,' he
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said, delivering the mug to her with a flourish

"How very nice, ' she said. "you' re such a dear, Perraine.
"I live but to serve,' he said a bit grandi osely. He brought
fresh figs and a slab of cheese to the table, then set the
snoking pan in the centre of it.

"you've mssed your calling, ny friend,' Sparhawk said.

"I learned to cook for nyself a long tinme ago. | could
afford a servant, but | don't trust strangers.' He sat down.
'Be careful out there, Sparhawk,' he cautioned as they

began to eat. 'Arashanis followers are a bit |inp between
the ears, and they're all obsessed with the idea of catching
sonme nei ghbour conmitting a minor transgression

Arasham preaches every evening, after the sun goes down,

and he manages to conme up with sonme new prohibition

every night.'

"what's the | atest one?' Sparhawk asked.

"Killing flies. He says that they' re the nmessengers of
God. '

"you're not serious.'

Perrai ne shrugged. "I think he's running out of things to

forbid, and his inmagination is severely linited. You want
sone nore of this nutton?

Thanks all the sane, Perraine,' Sparhawk said, taking a
fig instead, but one chunk of mutton is nmy limt.

' One chunk a day?

‘"No. One a year.

N
*Chapt er 22

The sun was turning the western sky a rusty col our when
Spar hawk and Sephrenia entered the square near the centre
of Dabour, and the light reflecting fromthe | ate-afternoon
sky bathed the walls of the buildings and the faces of the
people in the square with a ruddy gl ow. Sephrenia had her
|l eft armbound up in a nakeshift sling, and Sparhawk hel d
her other el bow solicitously as they wal ked.

"it's right over there,' he said quietly, nodding his head
towards the far side

Sephrenia drew her veil a bit tighter across her nose

and nouth, and they noved through the crowd mlling

around in the mddle of the square.

Here and there along the walls of the buildings |eaned
hooded nonmads in bl ack robes, their eyes alert and filled
wi th suspicion as they peered at every face that passed.
"True believers,' Sparhawk nmuttered sardonically,

"ever alert for the sins of their neighbours.’

"it's always been that way, Sparhawk,' she replied.

"Sel f-righteousness is one of the nbst comon - and

| east attractive - characteristics of man.' They passed one
of the watchers and entered the snelly shop

The apothecary was a chubby little man with an

appr ehensi ve expression on his face. "I don't know if he'll
consent to see you,' he said when they asked to speak

with Doctor Tanjin. 'He's being watched, you know.'

"Yes,' Sparhawk said. 'W saw several of the watchers
outside. Please advise' himthat we're here. My sister's
arm needs attention.'

The nervous apothecary scurried through a curtained
doorway at the back of the shop. A nonent later, he

canme back. 'I'msorry,' he apologized. 'He said he's not
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taki ng any new patients.'

Sparhawk rai sed his voice. 'How can a healer refuse to
see an injured person? Does the oath they take nmean so
little to themhere in Dabour? In Cippria, the physicians
are nore honourable. My good friend, Doctor Voldi,

woul d never refuse his aid to the sick or hurt.'

It hung there for a nonent, and then the curtains

parted. The man who thrust his head out between them

had a very | arge nose, a pendulous lower lip, jutting ears,
and weak, watery eyes. He wore the white snock of a
physician. 'Did you say Vol di ?° he asked in a highpitched,
nasal voice. 'Do you know hi n®'

"Of course,' Sparhawk replied. "He's a small man

who' s going bald, and he dyes his hair. He has a very

| arge opi nion of hinself.'

That's Voldi, all right. Bring your sister back here - and
be quick. Don't let anybody outside the shop see you.

Spar hawk t ook Sephrenia's el bow and escorted her

back through the curtains.

"Did anyone see you cone in?' the big-nosed man

asked nervously.

"Any nunber of them 1'd inmagine.' Sparhawk

shrugged. 'They lined the walls of the square like a flock
of vultures, trying to sniff out sin.'

"It's not safe to talk that way in Dabour, ny friend,"'
Tanj i n war ned.

" Perhaps.' Sparhawk | ooked around. The room was

shabby and was piled high in the corners with open

wooden boxes and stacks of books. A persistent

bunbl ebee batted its head against the single dirty

wi ndow, trying to get out. There was a | ow couch agai nst
one wall and several straight-backed wooden chairs and

a table in the centre. "Shall we get down to business,
Doctor Tanjin?' he suggested.

"All right,' the physician said to Sephrenia, 'sit here,
and I'Il have a |l ook at that arm'

"You may if it's going to nmake you happy, Doctor,' she
replied, taking the chair and renoving her armfromthe
sling. She pulled back the sleeve of her robe to reveal a
surprisingly girlish arm

The doctor | ooked a bit hesitantly at Sparhawk. 'You
under stand, of course, that I'mnot being forward with
your sister's person, but | nust exam ne her.

"l understand the procedure, Doctor.'

Tanjin took a deep breath and then bent Sephrenia's

wist back and forth several times. Then he gently ran his
fingers up her forearm and bent her el bow He swall owed
hard and probed at her upper arm Then he

moved her armup and down with his fingers lightly
touchi ng her shoul der. His close-set eyes nharrowed.
"There's nothing wong with this arm' he accused.

"How kind you are to say so,' she nurnured,

removi ng her veil

‘Madane!' he said in a shocked voice. 'Cover yourself.
'"Ch, do be serious, Doctor,' she told him 'W're not
here to tal k about arns and | egs.

"You're spies!' he gasped.

"in a manner of speaking, yes,' she replied calmy. 'But
even spies have reason to consult with physicians once in
a while.'

'Leave at once,' he ordered
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"W've just got here,' Sparhawk said, pushing back his
hood. ' Go ahead, sister dear,' he said to Sephrenia. 'Te
himwhy we're here.'

"Tell me, Tanjin,' she said, 'does the word "Darestimn
mean anything to you?

He started guiltily and | ooked at the curtai ned doorway,
backi ng away from her.

"Don't be nobdest, Doctor,' Sparhawk told him

"Word's been going about that you cured the king's

brot her and several of his nephews after they'd been

poi soned with Darestim'

"There's no proof of that.'

"I don't need proof. | need a cure. A friend of ours has
the same condition.'

"There's no antidote or cure for Darestim'

Then howis it that the king's brother still |ives?
"You're working with them' the doctor accused,

poi nting vaguely out towards the square. 'You're trying
to trick ne into a confession.

' Them who?' Spar hawk asked.

'The fanatics who foll ow Arasham They're trying to
prove that | use witchcraft in ny practice.

'"Do you?'

The doctor shrank back. 'Please | eave,' he begged.
"You're putting nmy life in terrible danger.

"As you've probably noticed, Doctor,' Sephrenia said,
"we are not Rendorish. We do not share the prejudices of
your countrynmen, so nmagic does not offend us. It's quite
routine in the place we conme from'

He blinked at her uncertainly.

"This friend of ours - the one | nentioned before - is
very dear to us,' Sparhawk told him "'and we'll go to any
lengths to find a cure for this poison.' To enphasize his
poi nt, he opened his robe. 'Any lengths at all.’

The doctor gaped at his mail-coat and sheat hed sword.
"There's no need to threaten the doctor, brother dear,"

Sephrenia said. '"i'msure he'll be nore than happy to
describe the cure he's found. He is a healer, after all.’
" Madame, | don't know what you're tal king about

Tanjin said desperately. 'There is no cure for Darestim |
don't know where you heard all these runours, but | can
assure you that they're absolutely false. | do not use
witchcraft in nmy practice.' He threw another quick,
nervous gl ance at the curtai ned doorway.

"But Doctor Voldi in Cippriatold us that you did, in
fact, cure nenbers of the king's famly.'

"Well - yes, | suppose | did, but the poison wasn't
Darestim'

"What was it then?

"Uh - Porgutta - | think.' He was obviously |ying.

"Then why was it that the king sent for you, Doctor?

she pressed. 'A sinple purge will cleanse the body of
Porgutta. An apprentice physician knows that. Surely it
couldn't have been so nmild a poison.

"Uh - well, nmaybe it was sonmething else. | forget,
exactly.'

"I think, dear brother,' Sephrenia said then to Sparhawk,
that the good doctor needs sone reassurance -

sone positive proof that he can trust us and that we are
what we say we are.' She |ooked at the irritating bunbl ebee

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (232 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

still stubbornly trying to break its way out through

the wi ndow. 'Have you ever wondered why you never

see a bunbl ebee at night, Doctor?' she ' asked the
frightened physici an.

"i've never given it any thought.

' perhaps you should.' She began to nurmur in Styric

as her fingers wove the designs of the spell.

"What are you doi ng?' Tanjin exclainmed. 'Stop that!

He started to nove towards her with one hand outstretched,
but Sparhawk stopped him

"Don't interfere,' the big knight said.

Then Sephreni a pointed her finger and rel eased the
spel | .

The buzzing sound of insect w ngs was suddenly

joined by a tiny, piping voice that sang joyously in a
tongue unknown to man. Sparhawk | ooked quickly at

t he dust-cl ouded wi ndow. The bunbl ebee was gone,

and in its place there hovered a tiny female figure directly
out of folklore. Her pale hair cascaded down her back
bet ween rapidly beating gossanmer wings. Her little nude
body was perfectly fornmed, and her m nuscul e face was

so lovely as to stop the breath.

"That is how bunbl ebees think of thenselves,'

Sephrenia said quite calmy, 'and perhaps that is what
they truly are - by day a comon insect, but by night a
creature of wonder.'

Tanjin had fallen back on his shabby couch with his

eyes wide and his nouth agape.

"Conme here, little sister,' Sephrenia crooned to the
fairy, extending one hand.

The fairy swooped about the room her transparent

wi ngs buzzing and her tiny voice soaring. Then she
delicately settled on Sephrenia's outstretched palmwth
her wings still fanning at the air. Sephrenia turned and
stretched her hand out to the shaking physician. '"isn't
she beautiful ?* she asked. 'You may hold her if you like -
but be wary of her sting.' She pointed at the tiny rapier in
the fairy's hand.

Tanjin shrrank away with his hands behind his back

"How did you do that?" he asked in a trembling voice.
‘Do you nmean that you can't? The charges agai nst you
must be false then. This is a very sinple spell - quite
rudi nentary, actually.'

"As you can see, Doctor,' Sparhawk said, 'we have no
qual ns about magic. You can speak freely to us with no
fear of being denounced to Arashamor his fanatic

foll oners. '

Tanjin tightly clanped his |ips shut, continuing to
stare at the fairy seated sedately on Sephrenia's palm
with fluttering w ngs.

"Don't be tiresonme, Doctor,' Sephrenia said. 'Just tel
us how you ,cured the king's brother, and we'll be on our
way. '

Tanjin began to edge away from her.

"I think, dear brother, that we're wasting our tine
here,' she said to Sparhawk. 'The good doctor refuses to

co-operate.' She raised her hand. '"Fly, little sister,' she
told the fairy, and the tiny creature soared once again
into the air. '"W'Il be going now, Tanjin,' she said.

Sparhawk started to object, but she laid one restraining
hand on his armand started towards the door
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"What are you going to do about that?' Tanjin cried,

pointing at the circling fairy.

'Do?' Sephrenia said, 'why nothing, Doctor. She's

qui te happy here. Feed her sugar fromtine to tine, and

put out a small dish of water for her. In return, she'll sing
for you. Don't try to catch her, though. That woul d make

her very angry.'

"You can't |eave her here.' he exclained in anguish. 'if
anyone sees her here, I'll be burned at the stake for
witchcraft. '

'"He sees directly to the central point, doesn't he?
Sephreni a said to Sparhawk.

"The scientific mnd is noted for that.' Sparhawk
grinned. "Shall we go, then?

"Wait!' tangin cried.

"Was there sonmething you wanted to tell us', Doctor?
Sephreni a asked mldly.

"All right. Al right. But you nust swear to keep it a
secret that | told you this.'

"COfF course. Qur lips are seal ed.

Tanjin drew in a deep breath and scurried to the
curtai ned doorway to make certain that no one was
|istening outside. Then he turned and notioned them
into a far corner where he spoke in a hoarse whisper
"Darestimis so virulent that there's no natural renedy or
antidote,' he began.

"That's what Voldi told us,' Sparhawk said.

"You'll note that | said no natural renedy or antidote,’
Tanjin continued. "Sone years ago in the course of ny
studies, | canme across a very old and curious book. It

predated Eshand's tine, and it had been witten before
his prohibitions cane into effect. It seens that the
primtive healers here in Rendor routinely utilized nagic
intreating their patients. Sonetines it worked, sonetines
it didn't - but they effected sonme astonishing cures.

The practice had one common el enent. There are a

nunber of objects in the world which have enornous

power. The physicians of antiquity used that sort of thing
to cure their patients.'

"l see,' Sephrenia said."Styric healers sonetinmes resort
to the same desperate neasure.'

"The practice is quite comon in the Tanul Enpire on

the Daresian continent,' Tanjin went on, '"but it's fallen
into disfavour here in Eosia. Eosian physicians prefer
scientific techniques. They're nore reliable, for one
thing, and El enes have al ways been suspici ous of magic.
But Darestimis so potent that none of the customary

anti dotes have any effect. Magical objects are the only
possi bl e cure.

"And what did you use to cure the king's brother and
nephews?' Sephreni a asked.

"It was an uncut gemof a peculiar colour. | think it
originally came fromDaresia, though | can't really be
sure. It's ny belief that the Tanul Gods infused it with
their power.'

"And where is that gem now?' Sparhawk asked

intently.

"CGone, i'mafraid. | had to grind it to a powder and m X
it with wine to cure the king's relatives.

"You idiot!' Sephrenia exploded. 'That is not the way to
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use such an object. You need only touch it to the patient's
body and call forth its power.'

"i'"ma trained physician, madane,' he replied stiffly. "
cannot turn insects into fairies, nor levitate nyself nor
cast spells upon ny enenmies. | can only follow the

normal practices of ny profession, and that neans that
the patient nust ingest the nedication.'

'You destroyed a stone that m ght have heal ed

thousands for the sake of just a few!' Wth sone effort she
controll ed her anger. 'Do you know of any other such

obj ects?' she asked him

"Afew' He shrugged. 'There's a great spear in the

i nperial palace in Tanmul, several rings in Zenoch,

though | doubt that they'd be nmuch good in healing
people. It's runpured that there's a jewelled bracelet in
Pel osi a sonmewhere, but that might be only a nyth. The
sword of the King of the Island of Mthriumwas reputed
to have great power, but Mthriumsank into the sea

aeons ago. |'ve also heard that the Styrics have quite a
few magi ¢ wands.'

"That's also a nyth,' she told him 'Wod is too fragile
for that kind of power. Any others?

"The only one | know of is the jewel on the royal crown
of Thalesia, but that's been |ost since the tine of the
Zenoch invasion.' He frowned. "I don't think this will
hel p very nuch,' he added, but Arasham has a talisman
that he claims is the nmost holy and powerful thing in al
the world. |'ve never seen it nyself, so | can't say for
sure, and Arashamis wits aren't so firnmy set in his head
that he'd be any kind of an authority. You'd never be able
to get it away fromhimin any case.

Sephreni a reattached her veil across the |ower part of
her face. 'Thank you for your candour, Doctor Tanjin,'
she said. 'Be assured that no one will learn of your secret
fromus.' She thought a noment. "I think you should
splint this,' she said, holding out her arm 'That should
prove to the curious that we had a legitinate reason for
this visit, and it should protect you as well as us.
"That's a very good idea, madane.' Tanjin fetched a
couple of slats and a long strip of white cloth.

"Woul d you take a bit of friendly advice, Tanjin?

Spar hawk asked himas he began to splint Sephrenia's

arm
"Il listen.'

"Do that. If it were me, |'d gather up a few things and
go to Zand. The king can protect you there. Get out of
Dabour while you still can. Fanatics make the junmp from
suspicion to certainty very easily, and it won't do you
much good if you're proved i nnocent after you' ve been
burned at the stake.'

"But everything | own is here.'

"I"'msure that'll be a great confort' to you when your
toes are on fire.'

"Do you really think I'"'min that nuch danger?' Tanjin
asked in a weak voice, |ooking up fromhis task

Spar hawk nodded. 'That nuch and nore. |I'd estinmate
that you'll be lucky to live out the week if you stay here in
Dabour .

The doctor began to tremble violently as Sephrenia
slipped her splinted armback into the sling. "Wait a
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m nute,' he said as they started towards the door. 'What
about that?' He pointed at the fairy swooping through
the air near the w ndow.

"Ch,' Sephrenia said. 'Sorry. | alnpst forgot about her.
She nmunbl ed a few words and nade a vague gesture.

The bunbl ebee went back to batting its head agai nst

t he w ndow.

It was dark when they energed fromthe apothecary's
shop into the nearly deserted square.

"I't's not very much,' Sparhawk said dubi ously.

"I't's nore than we had before. At |east we know how to
cure Ehlana. All we need to do nowis to find one of these

obj ects.’

"Wuld you be able to tell if Arashamis talisman has

any real power?'

"I think so.'

' Good. Perraine says that Arasham preaches every

night. Let's go and find him ['Il listen to a dozen sernons

if it puts ne close to a cure.'

' How do you propose to get it away from hin®'

“I''l'l think of somnething.’

A bl ack-robed man suddenly bl ocked their path. 'Stop

right there,' he comuanded.

"What's your problem neighbour?' Sparhawk asked

hi m

"Why are you not at the feet of holy Arashan?' the

robed man asked accusingly.

"W were just on our way,' Sparhawk replied.

"Al'l Dabour knows that holy Arasham speaks to the

mul titudes at sundown. Why are you deliberately

absenting yoursel ves?'

"We arrived only today,' Sparhawk explained, 'and

had to seek nedical attention for ny sister's injured arm'
The fanatic scow ed suspiciously at Sephrenia's sling.
"Surely you did not consult with the wizard Tanjin!' he
said in an outraged tone.

"When one is in pain, one does not ask to see the

healer's credentials,' Sephrenia told him "I can assure
you, however, that the doctor used no witchcraft. He set
the broken bone and splinted it for nme in the sane way

any ot her physician would have.'

"The righteous do not consort with w zards,' the zeal ot
decl ared stubbornly

"I''lIl tell you what, neighbour,' Sparhawk said

pl easantly. "Wy don't | break your arn®? Then you can
visit the doctor yourself. If you watch himvery cl osely,
you should be able to tell if he's using witchcraft or not.
The fanatic stepped back apprehensively.

"Conme now, friend,' Sparhawk told himenthusiastically,
be brave. It won't hurt all that nuch, and think of
how nmuch holy Arasham wi || appreciate your zeal in
rooting out the abomination of witchcraft.

"Could you tell us where we night find the place where
hol y Arasham speaks to the nmultitudes?" Sephrenia

i nterposed. 'Qur souls hunger and thirst for his words.
'"Over that way,' the nervous man said, pointing. 'You
can see the light fromthe torches.'

' Thanks, friend,' Sparhawk said, bow ng slightly. He
frowned. "How is it that you yourself are not at the
services this evening?

"I - uh - | have a stearner duty,' the fellow declared. "I
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must seek out those who are absent wi thout cause and
deliver themup for judgenent.'

"Ah,' Sparhawk said, "I see.' He turned away, then

turned back. 'Are you sure you wouldn't |ike to have ne
break your armfor you? It won't take but a mnute.'

The fanatic hurried away fromthem

"Must you threaten everyone you neet, Sparhawk?

Sephreni a asked.

"He irritated ne.'

"You irritate very easily, don't you.'

He considered it. 'Yes,' he admtted, "l suppose | do
Shall we go?

They went through the dark streets of Dabour unti

they reached the tents pitched on the outskirts. Sone

di stance towards the south a ruddy gl ow pul sed up

towards the glittering stars. They noved quietly past the
tents towards the light.

The flickering torches were set on tall poles surrounding
a kind of natural anphitheatre on the southern edge

of town, a sort of depression between two hills. The
holl ow was filled with Arasham s foll owers, and the
deranged holy man hinself stood atop a | arge boul der

hal fway up the side of one of the hills. He was tall and
gaunt with a long grey beard and bushy bl ack eyebrows.
Hi s voice was strident as he harangued his followers, but
his words were difficult to understand because of his |ack
of teeth. Wen Sparhawk and Sephrenia joined the

crowd, the old man was in the mddle of an extended and
hi ghly invol uted proof of God's special favour - which
had, he decl ared, been bestowed upon himin a dream
There were huge | ogical gaps in his argunent and great

| eaps of what passed for faith here in Rendor

'"is he naking any sense at all?" Sephrenia whispered to
Sparhawk in a puzzled tone as she renoved the splints

and t he sling.

"Not that | can detect,' he whispered back

"I didn't think so. Does the Elene God , actually
encourage that sort of hysterical gibberish?

'He never has to ne.'

'Can we get any closer?

"I don't think so. The crowd's pretty thick in front of
where he's standing.'

Arasham then turned to one of his favourite topics, a
denunci ation of the Church. The organi zed El ene

religion, he maintained, was cursed by God for its failure
to recogni ze his exalted status as the chosen and bel oved
spokesman of the Mst High

"But the wicked shall be punished!" he lisped in a

toothl ess shriek with spittle flying fromhis lips. 'MW
followers are invincible! Be patient for but a little nore
time, and | will raise ny holy talisman and | ead you into
war agai nst them They will send their accursed Church
Kni ghts to do war upon us, but fear them not! The power
of this holy relic will sweep them before us |ike chaff
before the wind!' He held sonething high over his head

in his tightly clenched fist. 'The spirit of the Bl essed
Eshand hinself has confirmed this to ne.'

"Wl | ?' Sparhawk whi spered to Sephrenia.

"He's too far away,' she murnured.”l can't feel anything
one way or the other. W're going to have to get
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closer. | can't even tell what he's hol di ng.
Arasham s voi ce sank into a harshly conspiratorial
tone. "I tell you this, oh ye faithful, and ny words are

true. The voice of God has revealed to nme that even now
our novenent is spreading through the fields ' and
forests of the kingdons of the north. The ordinary people
there - our brothers and sisters - grow weary of the yoke
of the Church and they will join our holy cause.

"I't was Martel who told himthat,' Sparhawk nuttered, '
and if he thinks that Martel is the voice of God,

then he's even crazier than | thought.' He rose up on

ti ptoe and | ooked over the heads of the crowd. A large
pavilion stood sonme distance down the hill from where
Arasham was preaching. It was surrounded by a

pal i sade of stout poles. 'Let's work our way around this
crowd,' he suggested. "I think |'ve |ocated the old man's
tent.'

Slowy they nmoved back until they were at the edge of

the crowd. Arasham continued his ranbling harangue,

but his slurred words were lost in the distance and the
murnuring of his followers. Sparhawk and Sephrenia
slipped around the crowd towards the palisade and the
dark pavilion inside it. Wien they were perhaps twenty
paces away, Sparhawk touched Sephrenia's arm and

they stopped. A nunber of arnmed nen stood before the
opening at the front of the palisade. 'W'I|l have to wait
until he finishes preaching,' Sparhawk nurmured.

"Wuld you like to tell nme what you have in mnd? she
asked. "I hate surprises.

"i'mgoing to see if | can get us into his tent. If that
talisman of his really has any power, it might be difficult
to get it away fromhimin the mddle of this crowd.'
'How do you propose to nanage that, Sparhawk?'

"I thought I'd try flattery.'

isn't that a bit dangerous - and very obvi ous?

"COfF course it's obvious, but you have to be obvious

when you're dealing with deranged peopl e. They don't

have the concentration to grasp subtlety.'

Arasham s voice was rising to a shrill clinmax, and his
foll owers cheered at the end of each of his nunbl ed
pronouncenents. Then he delivered his benediction,

and the crowd began to break up. Surrounded by a knot

of jealous disciples, the holy man began to wal k sl owy
through the milling throng towards his tent. Sparhawk
and Sephrenia noved to place thenselves in his path.
"Stand aside,' one of the disciples conmanded harshly.
"Forgive ne, exalted disciple,' Sparhawk said |oudly
enough for his words to carry to the tottering old man,
"but | bear a nessage fromthe King of Deira for holy
Arasham H's Majesty sends greetings to the true head of
the El ene Church.

Sephrenia nade a slightly strangl ed noi se.

'Holy Arasham takes no note of kings,' the disciple
sneered arrogantly. 'Now stand asi de.

"A nonment there, Ikkad,' Arasham nunbled in a
surprisingly weak voice. 'W would hear nore of this
message fromour brother of Deira. It nmay well be that
this is the communi cati on nenti oned by God when | ast

He spoke with us.

"Most holy Arasham' Sparhawk said with a deep

bow, 'His Majesty, King hler of Deira, greets you as his
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brother. Qur king is very old, and age al ways brings
wi sdom '
"Truly,"'
beard
"His Majesty has |ong contenpl ated the teachings of

the Bl essed Eshand,' Sparhawk continued, 'and he has

al so eagerly followed your own career here in Rendor

He has regarded the activities of the Church with

i ncreasing disfavour. He has found churchnen to be
hypocritical and sel f-serving.

"My very words,' Arashamsaid ecstatically. "I have

said so nyself a hundred tines and nore.

"His Maj esty acknow edges that you are the source and

wel | -spring of his thought, holy Arasham'

"Well,' Arashamreplied, preening hinself slightly.

"His Majesty believes that the tine has cone for a
purification of the El ene Church and he further believes
that you are the one who has been chosen by God to

purge the Church of her sins.

"did you hear ny sernon tonight?" the old man asked
eagerly. "I preached to that self-sane topic.'

"Truly,' Sparhawk said. "I was amazed at how cl osely

your words coincided with those of his Mjesty when he
charged me with his nmessage to you. Know, however

holy Arasham that his Majesty intends to provide nore
aid to you than the mere confort of his greetings and his
respectful affection. The details of his further intentions,
t hough, nust be for your ears alone.' He |ooked around
suspiciously at the crowmd pressing in upon them 'in a
gathering so large as this, there may be several who are
not what they seem and if what | have to tell you should
reach Chyrellos, the Church would bend all her efforts to
hi nder his Majesty's design.

Arashamtried without much success to | ook shrewd.

" Your prudence becones you, young man,' he agreed.

"Let us go into ny pavilion so that you may nore fully

di sclose the mnd of nmy dear brother Cbler to ne.’
Pushi ng aside the officious disciples, Sparhawk thrust
his way through their ranks to offer the support of his
arm and shoulder to the elderly zealot. 'Holy one,' he
said in a fawning tone, 'fear not to |l ean upon ne, for as
the bl essed Eshand has conmanded, it is the duty of the
young and strong to serve the aged and wi se.'

"How truly you speak, ny son.'

They passed thus through the gate of the palisade and
across a stretch of sand dotted with sheep droppings.

The interior of Arashamis pavilion was far nore

| uxurious than m ght have been expected fromits severe
exterior. A single |anmp burned expensive oil in the
centre, and priceless carpets covered the rude sand fl oor
Sil ken fabric curtained off the rear portions of the
pavilion, and from behind those curtains cane the

gi ggling of adol escent boys.

'Please sit and take your ease,' Arashaminvited
expansi vel y, sinking down upon a cluster of silken
cushions. 'Let us take sone refreshnent, and then you

may tell nme of the intent of ny dear brother bler of
Deira.' He clapped his hands sharply together, and a

doe- eyed boy energed from behi nd one of the silken
panel s.

Arasham agreed, stroking his own |long, grey
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"Bring us some of the fresh melon, Saboud,' Arasham
told him

"As you comrand, Mst Holy.' The boy bowed and

retired behind the silken screen

Arasham | eaned back on his cushions. "I amnot at all
surprised at the communi cati on you have brought ne
concerning the growi ng sentinment for our cause in
Deira,' he lisped to Sparhawk. 'Wrd has reached ne
that such feelings are not unconmmon in the ki ngdons of
the north. Indeed, another such nessage has but
recently arrived.' He paused thoughtfully. "It occurs to
me -perhaps at the pronpting of God Hinsel f, who ever
joins H's thought with mne - that you and the other
messenger nmay know each other.' He turned towards a
sil ken panel that concealed a dimy lighted part of the
tent. 'Cone forth, nmy friend and advi sor. Look upon the
face of our noble visitor fromDeira and tell me if you
know him'

A shadow noved behind the panel. It seened to

hesitate for a noment, and then a robed and hooded
figure emerged into the |lanplight. The hooded man was
only slightly shorter than Sparhawk, and he had the
heavy shoul ders of a warrior. He reached up and pushed
back his hood to reveal his piercing black eyes and his
thi ck mane of snowy white hair.

In a kind of curious detachment, Sparhawk wondered

what it was exactly that kept himfrominstantly draw ng
hi s sword.

"indeed, nost holy Arasham' Martel said in his deep,
resonant voice, 'Sparhawk and | have known each ot her
for a very long tine.'

N
*Chapt er 23

'it's been a long tine, hasn't it, Sparhawk? Martel said in
a neutral tone. Hi s eyes, however, were watchful
Wth sone effort Sparhawk relaxed his tightly

clenched nuscles. 'Yes, it has,' he replied. "It nust be ten
years now at |east. W should try to get together nore
often.'

"W'| | have to nake a point of that.'

It hung there. The two continued to | ook directly into
each other's face. The air seened to crackle with tension
as each waited for the other to nmake the first nove.

' Spar hawk, ' Arasham nused, 'a nobst unusual nane.

It seens to ne that 1've heard it sonewhere before.
"It's a very old nane,' Sparhawk told him "It's been
passed down through ny famly for generations. Sone

of ny ancestors were nen of note.

"Perhaps that's where | heard it, then,' Arasham
munbl ed conpl acently. 'I'mdelighted to have been able
to re-unite two old and dear friends.'

"W are forever in your debt, Mst Holy,' Marte

replied. 'You cannot imagine how |'ve hungered for the
sight of Sparhawk's face.'

"No nore than | hungered for the sight of yours,'
Sparhawk said. He turned to the ancient lunatic. 'At one
time Martel and | were al nbst as cl ose as brothers, Mst
Holy. It's a shame that the years have kept us apart.
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"I've tried to find you, Sparhawk,' Martel said coolly,
‘several tinmes.'

"Yes, | heard about that. | always hurried back to the

pl ace where you'd been seen, but by the tinme | got there,
you' d already left.'

"Pressing business,' Martel nurnured.

"It is ever thus,' Arasham|isped sententiously, his

rui ned nouth coll apsi ng over the words. 'The friends of
our youth slip away fromus, and we are |eft alone in our
old age.' Hi s eyes drooped shut in nelancholy reverie.

He did not reopen them after a noment he began to

snore.

"He tires easily,' Martel said quietly. He turned to
Sephreni a, although still keeping a wary eye on Sparhawk.
Little nother,' he greeted her in a tone between

irony and regret.

"Martel.' She inclined her head in the briefest of nods.
"Ah,' he said. "It seens that |'ve disappointed you.'
"Not so much as you' ve di sappoi nted yourself, | think.'

" Puni shnent, Sephrenia?" he asked sardonically.

"Don't you think |I've been punished enough al ready?

"It's not in nmy nature to punish people, Martel. Nature

gi ves neither rewards nor punishment - only consequences.'

Al right, then. | accept the consequences. WI| you at

| east permit me to greet you - and to seek your bl essing?
He took her wrists and turned her pal nms up.

"No, Martel,' she replied, closing her hands, "I don't
think so. You're no longer ny pupil. You' ve found

another to foll ow.'

That wasn't entirely ny idea, Sephrenia. You rejected

me, you renenber.' He sighed and rel eased her wrists.

Then he | ooked back at Sparhawk. 'I'mreally rather
Surprised to see you, brother mine,' he said, 'considering
all the tinmes |I've sent Adus to deal with you. |I'Il have to

speak sharply with himabout that - provided

you haven't killed him of course.

"He was bleeding a little the last tinme | saw him
Sparhawk said, 'but not very seriously.

" Adus doesn't pay much attention to blood - not even

his own.'

"Wuld you like to step out of the way, Sephrenia?
Sparhawk sai d, opening the front of his robe and shifting
his sword hilt around slightly. '"Martel and | were having
alittle discussion the last time we saw each other. | think
it's tine we continued it.'

Martel's eyes narrowed, and he opened his own robe

Li ke Sparhawk, he al so wore nail and a broadsword
'Excel l ent notion, Sparhawk,' he said, his deep voice
dropping to little nore than a whi sper

Sephreni a stepped between them 'Stop that, both of

you,' she commanded. 'This isn't the tinme or the place.
W're right in the niddle of an arnmy. If you play this
ganme here in Arashamis tent, you'll have half of Rendor
in here with you before it's over.'

Sparhawk felt a hot surge of disappointnment, but he

knew that she was right. Regretfully, he took his hand
away fromhis sword hilt. "Sonetine soon, however

Martel ,' he said in a dreadfully quiet voice

"I'l'l be happy to oblige you, dear brother,' Mrte
replied with an ironic bow. Hi s eyes narrowed specul atively.

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (241 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

What are you two doing here in Rendor?' he

asked. "I thought you were still in Camoria.'

"It's a business trip."'

" Ah, you've found out about the Darestim | see. | hate

to tell you this, but you're wasting your tine. There's no
antidote. | checked that very carefully before | recomended

it to acertain friend in Gmmura.'

"You're pressing your luck, Martel,' Sparhawk told

hi m om nousl y.

"l always have, brother mine. As they say, no risk, no
profit. Ehlana will die,'I'"mafraid. Lycheas will succeed
her, and Annias will become Archprelate. | expect to reap
quite a handsone profit fromthat.'

"is that all you ever think about?

"What else is there?" Mrtel shrugged. 'Everything el se
is only an illusion. How s Vani on been lately?

"He's well,' Sparhawk replied. "I'Il tell himyou asked."'
"That's assuming that you live | ong enough to see him
again. Your situation here is precarious, nmy old friend."'
"So's yours, Martel.'

"I know, but I'mused to it. You' re weighted down with

scruples and the like. | left all that behind a long tinme ago.'
"Where's your tane Danork, Martel ?' Sephrenia asked

suddenl y.

He | ooked only slightly surprised, and he recovered

instantly. "I really haven't the slightest idea, little

nmot her,' he replied. "It comes to nme w thout being

summoned, so | never know when it's going to turn up
Perhaps it returned to the place it came from It has to do
that every so often, you know.'

"lI've never been that curious about the creatures of the
underworl d. '

"That could be a serious oversight.

' Per haps. '

Arasham stirred on his cushions and opened his eyes.

"Did | doze off?" he asked.

"Only briefly, Mdst Holy,' Martel said. "It gave
Sparhawk and nme time to renew our friendship. W had

much to discuss.'

"Very much,' Sparhawk agreed. He hesitated slightly,

but then decided that Martel was so sure of hinmself that
he'd probably miss the significance of the question. 'You
mentioned a talisman during your sernon, holy one,' he
said to Arasham 'Mght we be permtted to see it?

"The holy relic? O course.' The old

man funbl ed inside his robe and drew out sonething that appeared to
be a twisted lunp of bone. He held it out proudly. 'Do
you know what this is, Sparhawk?' he asked. 'No, Mbst Holy. I'm
afraid not.'

' The bl essed Eshand began |ife as a shepherd, you

know. '

"Yes, |I'd heard so.

' One day when he was quite young, a ewe in his flock

gave birth to a pure white |anb that was |i ke none ot her
he had ever seen. Unlike all other sheep of that breed,
this infant ram bore horns upon its head. It was, of
course, a sign from God. The pure | anb, obviously,
synbol i zed the bl essed Eshand hinself, and the fact that
the I anb was horned could only nmean one thing - that
Eshand had been chosen to chastise the Church for her
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iniquity.'

'How mysterious are the ways of God,' Sparhawk

mar vel | ed

"Truly, my son. Truly. Eshand cared for the ram nost
tenderly, and in tine it began to speak to him and its
voi ce was the voice of God Hinself. And thus God
instructed Eshand in that which he nust do. This holy
relic is a piece of the horn of that very ram Now you can
see why it has such enornous power.'

"Clearly, Most Holy,' Sparhawk said in a reverent tone

of voice. 'Cone closer, little sister,' he said to Sephreni a.
"View this mraculous relic.

She stepped forward and | ooked intently at the tw sted

bit of horn in Arasham s hand. ' Renarkable,' she murnured
She gl anced at Sparhawk, shaki ng her head

al nost i nperceptibly.

The bitter taste of disappointnent filled his nouth.

" The power of this talisman will overcone all the
concerted m ght of the accursed Church Knights and

their foul witchcraft,' Arasham declared. 'God Hi nself

has told me so.' he smiled almost shyly. "I have
di scovered a truly remarkable thing,' he told them
confidentially. '"When | amalone, | can lift the holy relic to

my ear and hear the voice of God. Thus He instructs ne
even as He instructed the bl essed Eshand.'

"Amracle!" Martel said in nock amazenent.

"is it not?" Arasham beaned.

"W are quite overcone with gratitude that you have
consented to let us view the talisman, Mst Holy,"'
Sparhawk said, 'and we will spread word of it throughout
the ki ngdoms of the north, won't we, Martel ?

"Ch, of course, of course.' Martel's face was slightly
puzzl ed and he was | ooki ng suspi ciously at Sparhawk.

"l perceive now that our' coming here is a part of God's
design,' Sparhawk continued. "It is our mssion to tell al
the ki ngdonms of the north of this mracle - through every
village and at every crossroads. Even now | feel the spirit
of God infusing nmy tongue with el oquence so that |

m ght better describe what | have seen.' He reached out
and cl apped Martel on the left shoulder - quite firmy.
"Don't you feel it as well, dear brother? he asked

ent husi astical | y.

Martel winced slightly, and Sparhawk coul d feel the

shoul der shrinking fromunder his hand. 'Wy, yes,"'

Martel admitted in a slightly pained voice, 'as a matter of
fact, | believe | do.'

"Wondrous is the mght of God!' arasham exulted.

"Yes,' Martel said, rubbing at his shoul der, 'wondrous.'
The idea had been slow in comng, in part perhaps

because of the surprise of once again seeing Martel, but

now it all began to fall into place. Sparhawk was
suddenly glad that Martel was here. 'And now, Most
Holy,' he said, 'let ne give you the renainder of his

Maj esty' s nessage to you.'

"CfF course. My ears are open to you.'

"His Majesty conmands ne to inplore you to give him
time to marshal his forces before you nove agai nst the
venal Church here in Rendor. He nust nobve with

caution in his nobilization because the Hi erocracy in
Chyrell os has spies everywhere. He wi shes devoutly to
aid you, but the Church is powerful, and he nust nass

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (243 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

sufficient force to overcone her mght in Deira at one
stroke, lest she recover and crush him It is his thought
that should you nount your canpaign here in the south

at the sane tine he nounts his in the north, the Church
wi || be confounded, not knowi ng which way to turn, and

by noving swiftly you both may take advantage of her
confusion and win victory after victory. The inpact of
these victories will dishearten and denoralize the forces
of the Church, and you may both march triunphant

upon Chyrellos.'

"Prai se God!' Arasham excl ained, starting to his feet

and brandi shing his sheep's horn |ike a weapon.

Spar hawk rai sed one hand. 'But,' he cautioned, 'this
grand design, which can only have cone from God

Hi nsel f, has no chance of success unless you and his

Maj esty attack simultaneously.'’

"l can see that, of course. God's own voice has
instructed me in just such strategy.'

"I was sure that He had.' Sparhawk |et his face assune

an expressi on of extrene cunning. 'Now,' he went on,

"the Church is as sly as a serpent, and she has ears
everywhere. Despite our best efforts to maintain secrecy,
she may uncover our plan. Her first recourse has al ways
been deceit.'

"I have seen that in her,' Arasham adnitted

"I't may well be that once she has uncovered our plan,

she will attenpt deception, and what better way to
deceive you than to send fal se nessengers to you to
declare that his Majesty is in readiness when indeed he is
not ? Thus the Church could defeat you and

your disciples one by one.'

Arasham frowned. 'That's true, isn't it?" he said. 'But
how may we avoi d bei ng decei ved?'

Spar hawk pretended to think about it. Then he

suddenly snapped his fingers. "I have it!' he excl ai ned.
"What better way to confound the deceitful ness of the
Church than by the word - a word known only to you

and to me and to King Obler of Deira? Thus nay you

know that a nessage is genuine. Should any cone to

you with the nessage that the tine has cone, but who
cannot repeat the word to you, that 'man will be nost
surely a servent of the Church sent to deceive you, and
you shoul d deal with himaccordingly.

Arasham t hought about it. 'Wy, yes,' he nunbl ed

finally. "I believe that m ght indeed confound the
Church. But what word can be so | ocked in our hearts

that none may seek it out?

Sparhawk threw a covert glance at Martel, whose face

was suddenly filled with chagrin. "It nust be a word of
power,' he said, squinting at the roof of the tent as if deep
in thought. The whol e ploy was obvious - even childish -
but it was the kind of thing that woul d appeal to the
senile old Arasham and it provided a narvel |l ous opportunity
to settle a few scores with Martel, just for old

times' sake.

Sephrenia sighed and |ifted her eyes in resignation
Sparhawk felt a little ashamed of hinself at that point. He
| ooked at Arasham who was |eaning forward in anticipation,
chewi ng upon enptiness with his toothless

mouth and setting his |long beard to waggling.
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"I will, of course, accept your pledge of secrecy without
question, Mst Holy,' Sparhawk said in feigned

hum lity. "I, however, swear by nmy life that the word | am
about to give you in profoundest secrecy shall never
again pass ny lips until | divulge it to King Obler in Acie,
the capital of his kingdom'

"And | also pledge ny oath to you, noble friend

Sparhawk,' the old man cried in an excess of enthusiasm
"Torture will not drag the word fromny lips.' He nade
sone attenpt to draw himself up regally.

" Your pledge honours me, Mst Holy,' Sparhawk

replied with a deep Rendorish bow. He approached the

old man, bent, and whi spered, 'Ranshorn.' Arasham

he noted, didn't snell very good.

"The perfect word!' Arashamcried. He seized SParhawk's
head in a pair of wiry arnms and ki ssed him

soundly full on the nouth.

Martel, his face pale with anger, had tried to draw near
enough to hear, but Sephrenia stepped in front of him

H s eyes flashed angrily, and with obvious effort he
restrained his first inpulse to thrust her out of his way.
She raised her chin and | ooked himfull in the face.

"Wl |l ?'" she said.

He muttered sonething, turned, and stalked to the far
side of the tent where he stood gnawing at a knuckle in
frustration.

Arasham still clung to Sparhawk's neck. 'My bel oved

son and deliverer,' he cried with his rheuny eyes filled
with tears. "Surely you have been sent to ne by God

Hi nsel f. W cannot fail now God is on our side. Let the
wi cked trenmbl e before us.'

"Truly,' Sparhawk agreed, gently disengaging the old
man's arnms from about his neck.

"A thought, holy one,' Mrtel said shrewdly, though

his face was still white with fury. 'Sparhawk is only
human, and therefore nortal. The world is full of

m schance. Mght it not be wiser to -'

‘M schance?' Sparhawk cut himoff quickly. 'Were is

your faith, Martel? This is God's design, not mne. God
will not permit me to die until | have perforned this
service for Hm Have faith, dear brother. God wll
sustain and keep ne against all perils. It is ny destiny to
fulfil this task, and God will see to it that | do not fail.'
"Prai se God!'" Arasham excl ai med ecstatically, ending

t he di scussion.

The doe-eyed boy brought in the nelons at that point,

and the conversation shifted to nore general matters.
Arasham del i vered anot her ranbling diatribe against the
Church while Martel sat scowl ing at Sparhawk. Sparhawk
kept his eyes on his nelon, which was surprisingly

good. It had all been too easy, sonehow, and that

worried himjust a little. Martel was too clever, too

devi ous to have been so easily circunvented. He | ooked
appraisingly across the tent at the white-haired nman he
had hated for so long. Martel's expression was baffled,
frustrated - and that was also not like him The Martel he
had known as a youth woul d never have reveal ed such
enotions. Sparhawk began to feel a little |ess sure of

hi nsel f.

"A thought has just occurred to nme, Most Holy,' he

said. 'Tine is crucial in this affair, and it is essential that
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my sister and | return to Deira at once to advise his

Maj esty that all here in Rendor is ready and to convey to
his ears alone that word which is | ocked in both our
hearts. We have good horses, of course, but a fast boat
could take us downriver and deliver us to the seaport at
Jiroch days earlier. Perhaps you - or one of your disciples
- mght know of sone dependabl e boat-owner here in

Dabour whom | could hire.'

Arasham bl i nked at hi mvaguely. 'A boat?' he

munbl ed.

A faint novenent caught Sparhawk's eye, and he saw
Sephrenia nove her armas if only shaking back her

sl eeve. Instantly he knew what she had been doing all

along. '"Hire, ny son?" Arasham beaned at him 'Let there be

no talk of hiring'. |I have a splendid boat at ny disposal.
You will take it, and with nmy blessing. | will send arned
men with you and a reginent - no, a legion - to patrol the
banks of the river to make sure you reach Jiroch safely.’

"It shall be as you conmand, Mst Holy,' Sparhawk

said. He | ooked across the tent at Martel with a beatific

smile. "is it not amazing, dear brother,' he said. 'Truly
such wi sdom and generosity can only cone from God.'
"Yes,' Martel replied darkly, '"I'"msure of it.'

"I must make haste, holy Arasham' Sparhawk rushed

on, rising to his feet. 'W left our horses and bel ongi ngs
in the care of a servant in a house on the outskirts of
town. My sister and | will retrieve themat once and
return within the hour.'

"As you see fit, ny son,' Arasham said eagerly, 'and |
will instruct ny disciples to have the boat and the

sol di ers nade ready for your journey downriver.'

'Let me show you the way out of the conpound, dear
brother,' Mrtel said from between cl enched teeth.
"dadly, dear brother,' Sparhawk said. 'Your

conpany, as always, fills ny heart with joy.'

"Return directly, Martel,' Arashaminstructed. 'We

must di scuss this wondrous turn of fortune and offer
thanks to God for His grace in providing it.'

'Yes, Most Holy,' Martel said, bowing. "I shall cone
back i medi ately."’

"Wthin the hour, Sparhawk,' Arasham said.

within the hour, Most Holy,' Sparhawk agreed with a
deep bow. ' Cone along then, Martel,' he said, once again
smacki ng his hand down on the renegade's shoul der.

"Of course.' Martel w nced, once again shrinking from
Spar hawk' s conr adel y bl ow.

Once they were outside the pavilion, Martel turned on
Sparhawk, his face white with fury. 'just what do you
think you're doing? he demanded.

'Testy today, aren't we, old boy?" Sparhawk said
mldly.

"What are you up to, Sparhawk?' Martel snarled,

| ooki ng around to be sure that no one in the crowd of
hovering di sciples could hear him

"I'"ve just spiked your wheel, Martel,' Sparhawk
replied. 'Arashamwi |l sit here until he petrifies unless
sonmeone brings himthat secret word. | can al nost
guarantee you that the Church Knights will be in
Chyrellos when the tinme conmes ' to elect the new
Archprel ate, because there won't be anything going on
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in Rendor to drag them away.'

"Very cl ever, Sparhawk.

"I"'mglad you liked it.

"This is one nore debt you owe ne,' Martel grated.

"Feel free to call themin at any tine, dear brother,’
Sparhawk said. 'I'Il be nore than happy to accommodate
you.' He took Sephrenia by the el bow and | ed her away.
"Are you conpletely out of your senses, Sparhawk?

she demanded once they were out of earshot of the
fumng Martel.

"I don't think so," he replied. 'O course crazy people
never really know, do they?

"What were you doing in there? Do you realize how

many tines | had to step in to keep you out of trouble?
"I noticed that. | couldn't have pulled it off without
you. '

"WIl you stop smirking and tell ne what was behind

all that?

"Martel was getting too close to our real reason for
bei ng here,' he explained. "I had to throw sonething el se
in his path to keep himfromrealizing that we'd
unearthed a possible antidote for the poison. It al

wor ked out rather well, even if | do say so nyself.

"if you knew you were going to do that before you went
into the tent, why didn't you tell ne?

"How coul d | have known, Sephrenia? | didn't even

know Martel was there until | saw him"

"You nmean -' Her eyes went suddenly very wi de

He nodded. "I sort of nmade it up as | went along,' he
conf essed.

' Ch, Sparhawk, she said disgusted, 'you know better
than that.'

He shrugged. "It was about the best | could do at short
notice. '

"Way did you keep hitting Martel on the shoul der |ike

t hat ?'

‘He broke that shoul der when he was about fifteen. It's
al ways been very sensitive.

'That was cruel,' she accused.
'So was what happened in that alley back in Cppria
ten years ago. Let's go get Kurik and Flute. | think we've

done about all we can here in Dabour.

Arasham s boat was nore |ike a barge than the scow

whi ch had carried themupriver, and it was perhaps four
times as | arge. Banks of oarsnen |lined each side, and

bl ack-robed zealots with swords and javelins clustered in
the torchlit bow and stern. Martel had preceded themto
the rickety dock, and he stood al one there, some distance
fromthe hot-eyed disciples on shore, as Sparhawk,
Sephrenia, Kurik, and Flute enbarked. The renegade's
white hair gleamed in the starlight, and his face was very
nearly as pale. 'You' re not going to get away with this,
Spar hawk, ' he

said in a |l ow voi ce

'"Ch?' Sparhawk said. "I think you'd better | ook again,
Martel. It seens to nme that | already have. You can try to
follow nme, of course; but all those troops patrolling the
river banks are probably going to get in your way.

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (247 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

Besi des, | think that once you get over your pique, you'l
realize that about the only thing you can do is stay here
and try to wheedl e that nmagi ¢ word out of Arasham
Everything you' ve set up here in Rendor will be at a
standstill until you do.'

"You'l |l pay for this, Sparhawk,' Martel prom sed

darkly.

"I thought | already had, old boy,' Sparhawk repli ed.

"in Cippria, | believe it was.' He reached out, and Marte
jerked his shoul der out of range.' I|nstead, however,
Sparhawk patted himon the cheek insultingly. 'Take

care of yourself, Martel, ' he said. "I want to see you again
soon, and | want you to be well and in full possession of
your faculties. Believe ne, you' re going to need them'
Then he turned and went up the gangway to the waiting

bar ge.

The sailors cast off all Iines and pushed the barge out
into the slowy noving current. Then they ran out their
oars and began to row slowy downriver. The dock

behind them and the solitary man standing on the end of

it shrank out of sight.

"Ch, God!' Sparhawk cried exultantly, "I loved that!'

The run downriver took thema day and a hal f, and they
di senbarked a | eague or so upstreamfromjiroch to avoid
any watchers Martel mght have managed to get to the
docks ahead of them The precaution was probably
unnecessary, Sparhawk admitted, but there was no

poi nt in taking chances. They entered the city through
the west gate and mingled with the crowmds as they nade
their way to Voren's house again. It was |late afternoon
when t hey entered.

Voren was a trifle surprised at their reappearance.

' That was quick,' he said as they entered his garden
"W were |ucky,' Sparhawk shrugged

"More than lucky,' Sephrenia said darkly. The snal
worman' s tenper had not noticeably inproved since they
had | eft Dabour, and she still refused even to talk to
Spar hawk.

"Did sonething go wong? Voren asked mildly.

"Not that | noticed,' Sparhawk replied blithely.

"Stop congratul ating Yoursel f, Sparhawk,' she snapped.
I"mvexed with you, very vexed.

"I"msorry about that, Sephrenia, but |I did the best |
could." He turned to Voren. 'W ran into Martel,' he
expl ained, 'and | managed to stop himin his tracks. Hs
whol e schere just coll apsed around his ears.'

Voren whistled. "I don't see anything wong with that,
Sephrenia. '

"I't's not what he did, Voren. It was the way he did it.'
] G]?'

"l don't want to talk about it.' She gathered Flute up in

her arms, went to the bench by the fountain, and sat

muttering darkly to the little girl in StyriC.

"W need a way to get aboard a fast ship bound for

Vardenai s without being seen,' Sparhawk told Voren

‘Can you come up with something?

"Quite easily,' Voren replied. 'Every so often the true
identity of one of our brothers is exposed. W' ve devised

a way to get themout of Rendor safely.' He smled

ironically. "It was the first thing | did when | got to jiroch,
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actually. | was fairly sure | was going to need it for nyself
al rost i Mmediately. | have a wharf down in the harbour
There's a waterfront inn not far away. It's run by one of
our brothers, and it has all the things an inn usually has -
taproom stables, sleeping roons upstairs, and the like.
It's also got a cellar, and there's a passageway runni ng
fromthat one to the cellar of ny nmain warehouse. At |ow
tide you can board a ship directly fromthat cellar without
bei ng seen by anyone on shore.

"Woul d that fool the Danork, Sephrenia?' Sparhawk

asked her.

She glared at himfor a nonment, then relented. She

touched the fingertips of one hand lightly to her tenple.
Sparhawk noted that there was nore silver there now. "I
think it would,' she replied. 'W don't even know that

the Danork is here. Martel could actually have been

telling us the truth.'

"I wouldn't count on it,' Kurik grunted

"Even so,' she continued, 'the' Danork probably

couldn't begin to grasp the concept of a cellar - nuch | ess
under ground passageways.

"What' s a Danork?' Voren asked.

Sparhawk told himand described what had happened

to Captain Mabin's ship in the Arcian Strait just out from
Madel

Voren rose and began to pace up and down. 'That's not

the sort of thing our escape route was designed to cope

with,' he admitted. "I think |1'd better take sone
addi tional precautions. |'ve got six ships in port just now.
why don't | just send themall out at the sane tinme? If

you sail out in the nmiddle of a flotilla, it nmight add a bit
nmore confusion.'

‘Isn't that a bit elaborate?" Sparhawk asked him

' Spar hawk, | know how nodest you are, but you're

probably the npbst inportant nan in the world just now -

at least you are until you get to G mmura and nake your
report to Vanion. |I'mnot going to take any chances with
you if | can help it.' He went to the garden wall and
squinted at the setting sun. 'W're going to have to
hurry,' he told them 'Low tide this evening cones just
after dusk, and I'lIl want you in the cellar when the ship's
rail drops bel ow the edge of the wharf. 1'll go with you to
make sure you get on board safely.

They all rode out together towards the waterfront.

Their route took themthrough the fanmiliar quarter where
Spar hawk had mai ntained his shop during the years he

had been hi dden there. The buil dings on either side of

the street were alnost like old friends, and he thought he
recogni zed a few of the people hurrying hone through

the narrow streets as the sun sank towards the western
hori zon.

"Brute!' the voice from behind them Probably carried

hal fway across the Arcian Strait, and it was painfully
famliar. 'Assassin!'

"Ch, no!' Sparhawk groaned, reining Faran in. 'And

we were so close.' He | ooked |longingly at the waterfront
inn to which Voren was | eadi ng them and whi ch was but

one street away.

"Monster!' the voice went on in a strident tone

"Uh - Sparhawk,' Kurik said nmldly, "is it ny inmagination,
or is that lady trying to get your attention?
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"just let it lie, Kurik.'

"Anyt hing you say, ny Lord.'

" Assassin! Brute, nonster! Deserter!'’

There was a brief pause. 'Murderer!' the wonman

added.
"I never did that,' Sparhawk murnured. He' sighed
and turned Faran around. 'Hello, Lillias,' he said to the

robed and veil ed worman who had been shouting at him

He spoke in as mld and inoffensive a tone as he could
nmanage.

"Hello, Lillias?" she shrieked. "Hello, Lillias? |Is that all
you have to say for yourself, brigand?

Sparhawk tried very hard not to smle. In a peculiar

way, he loved Lillias and he was pl eased to see her

enj oying herself so much. 'You're looking well, Lillias,"

he said conversationally, knowing that a coment |ike

that woul d spur her to new heights.

"Wl l? well ? When you have nurdered ne? Wien you

have cut ny heart out? Wen you have sunk ne in the

mre of deepest despair? She |eaned back in a tragic
posture, head up and arns thrown wide. 'Hardly a

norsel of food has passed ny lips since that hateful day
when you abandoned ne penniless in the gutter.

"I left you the shop, Lillias,' he protested. "It fed us both
before |I left. Surely it still feeds you.'

"Shop! What do | care about the shop? It is nmy heart

that you have broken, Mahkra!' She thrust back her hood

and ripped off her veil. 'Assassin! she cried. 'Look at
your handi work!' She began to tear at her |ong, glossy
bl ack hair and to gouge at her dark, full-lipped face with

her fingernails.

"Lillias!' Sparhawk barked in the tone he had only had

to use a fewtinmes during their years together. 'Stop that!
You'll hurt yourself.

But Lillias was in full voice now, and there was no
stopping her. 'Hurt?' she cried tragically. 'What do | care
about hurt? How can you hurt a dead wonan? You want

to see hurt, Mahkra? Look at ny heart!' She ri PPed oPen
the front of her robe. It was not her heart, however, that
she reveal ed

"Ch, ny goodness,' Kurik said in an awed voice,

staring at the wonan's suddenly reveal ed attri butes.

Voren turned his head aside, concealing a snile.

Sephreni a, however, |ooked at Sparhawk with a slightly

di fferent expression

'Ch, God,' Sparhawk groaned. He swung down from

his saddle. 'Lillias!' he nuttered sharply to her. 'Cover
yoursel f. think of the neighbours - and all the children
wat chi ng. '

What do | care about the nei ghbours? Let them | ook!

She thrust out her full breasts. 'Wat does shane nean

to a woman whose heart is dead?

Ginmy, Sparhawk advanced on her. Wen he got

cl ose enough, he spoke quietly to her from between
clenched teeth. 'They're very nice, Lillias,' he said, 'but I
don't really think they're nmuch of a surprise to any nman
within six streets in any direction. Do you really want to
go on with this?

She suddenly | ooked a little less certain, but she did

not close the front of her robe.
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'Have it your way,' he shrugged. Then he too raised

his voice. 'Your heart is not dead, Lillias,' he declared to
the audi ence breathlessly clustered on their bal conies.
"Far fromit, | think. Wat of Georgias the baker? and
Nendan the sausage-maker?' He was sel ecting names at
random

Her face bl anched, and she shrank back, covering her
generous bosomw th her robe. 'You know?' she faltered.
That hurt himjust a little, but he covered it. 'O
course,' he declared, still playing to the bal conies, 'but I
forgive you. You are nuch worman, Lillias, and not

meant to be alone.' He reached out and gently covered

her hair with her hood again. 'Have you been well?' he
asked her very softly.

"I get by,' she whispered.

'Good. Are we al nost done?

"I think we need something to round it out, don't you?

Her face | ooked hopeful

He tried very hard to keep from | aughi ng.

"This is serious, Mahkra,' she hissed. 'My position in

the conmunity depends on it.'

"Trust ne,' he nurmured. 'You have betrayed ne,

Lillias,' he said to the bal conies, '"but | forgive you, for
have not been here to keep you from straying.'

She considered that for a noment, then sobbed, fel

into his arnms and buried her face in his chest. "It's just
that | missed you so nuch, ny Mahkra. | weakened. | am

but a poor, ignorant wonan - a slave to ny passions. Can
you ever truly forgive ne?

"What is there to forgive, ny Lillias? he said grandly.
"You are like the earth - like the sea. To give is a part of
your nature.'

She thrust herself back fromhim 'Beat me!' she

demanded. "1 deserve to be beaten!' Huge tears, genuine
for all he knew, stood in her glow ng black eyes.

"Ch, no,' he refused, knowi ng exactly where that

woul d | ead. 'No beatings, Lillias,' he said. "Only this,"'
and he gave her a single chaste kiss full on the lips. 'Be
well, Lillias," he nmurmured softly. Then he stepped back
qui ckly before she could wap her arnms about his neck

He knew just how strong her arnms were. 'And now,

though it rends ny soul, | nust |eave you again,' he
decl ai ned. He reached out and drew her veil once again
across her face. 'Think of me fromtine to tine whilst |
seek out the fate that destiny has in store for ne.' He did
manage to resist the inmpulse to lay his hand on his heart.
"I knew it!' she cried, nore to the onlookers than to

him "I knew that you were a man of affairs! | shall carry
our love in ny heart for all eternity, ny Mhkra, and

shall remain faithful to you to the grave. And if you live,
cone back to me.' She had both arms spread w de agai n.

"And if you do not, send your ghost to me in ny dreans,

and | will confort your pale shade as best | can.'

He backed away from her outstretched arns. Then he

spun so that his robe would swirl dramatically - he owed
her that much - and vaulted into Faran's saddle. 'Farewell,
my Lillias,' he said nelodramatically, jerking the

reins to make Faran rear and paw the air with his front
hooves. 'And if we do not nmeet again in this world, may
CGod grant that we neet once nore in the next.' And he
drove his heels into Faran's flanks and charged past her
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at a gallop. 'Did you do all that on purpose? SePhrenia asked as
they disnmounted in the courtyard of the waterfront inn

"I might have got a little carried away,' Sparhawk

admtted. 'Lillias does that to a nman fromtine to tine.'

He smiled a bit ruefully. "She gets her heart broken on an

average of three tines a week,' he noted clinically. "She

was always mlitantly unfaithful and just a little di shonest

where the cashbox was concerned. She's vain and

vul gar and sel f-indul gent. She's deceptive and greedy

and grossly overdramatic.' He paused then, thinking

back over the years. "I liked her, though. She's a good
girl, despite her faults, and living with her was never
dull. | owed her that performance. She'll be able to wal k

through the quarter like a queen now, and it didn't really
cost me all that nuch, did it?

' Spar hawk,' she said gravely, "I will never understand
you. '

"That's what nmekes it all so nmuch fun, isn't it, little
not her?' He grinned at her

Flute, still sitting on Sephrenia' s white horse, blew a
nmocking little trill on her pipes.

"Talk with her,' Sparhawk suggested to Sephreni a.

" She under st ands.

Flute rolled her eyes at him then generously held out
her hands to permt himto help her down.

1
*Chapt er 24

The voyage across the nouth of the Arcian Strait passed
wi t hout incident. They ran northeasterly under clear
skies with a fair follow ng breeze and with the other ships
of Voren's flotilla clustered about them protectively.
About noon on the third day out, Sparhawk came up

on deck to join Sephrenia in the bow where she and Flute
stood | ooki ng out over the sparkling waves. 'Are you stil
cross with me?" he asked her.

She sighed. "No. | suppose not.

Sparhawk was not entirely certain howto put his

vague sense of unease into words, so he approached it
obliquely. 'Sephrenia,' he said, 'did it seemto you that
everything in Dabour went just a little too snmoothly?
somehow get the feeling that |'mbeing | ed around by the
nose again.'

' How do you nean, exactly?

"l know you tanpered with Arashama few tinmes that

ni ght, but did you do anything to Martel ?'

"No. He'd have felt it if I'd tried and he'd have
countered ne.'

"That's what | thought. What was wong with him

t hen?'

"I"Mnot sure | follow you."'

'"He acted al nost |ike a school boy. W both know

Martel. He's intelligent, and he thinks very fast on his
feet. What | did was so obvious that he should have seen
through it alnost inmediately, but he didn't do a thing.
He just stood there like an idiot and let me pull his whole
schene down around his ears. It was just too easy, and
that worries ne.'

"He didn't really expect to see us in Arashamis tent,
Spar hawk. Maybe the surprise threw himoff bal ance.
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"Martel doesn't surprise all that easily.'

She frowned. 'No,' she adnitted, 'he doesn't, does

he?' She thought about it. 'Do you renmenber what Lord
Darel | on was sayi ng before we |eft G mmura?

' Not exactly, no.'

'"He said that Annias behaved Li ke a sinpleton when he
presented his case to the El ene kings. He announced the
death of Count Radun without even verifying the fact
that the count had really died.

"Ch, yes, now | remenber. And you said that the

whol e schenme - the attenpt to murder the count and to
lay the blame on the Pandions - mght have origi nated
with a Styric magician.'

"Perhaps it goes a little farther than that. W know t hat
Martel has had contacts with a Danmork, and that neans
that Azash is involved sonmehow. Azash has al ways deal t
with Styrics, so he's had very little experience with the
subtleties of the Elene mind. The Gods of Styricum are
very direct, and they sel dom prepare for contingencies -
probably because of the Styric | ack of sophistication
Now, the whol e purpose of the plot in Arcium and the
one in Rendor has been to keep the Church Knights out

of Chyrellos during the election. Annias behaved the
way a Styric would have in the palace at G mmura, and
Martel behaved the sane way in Arashamis tent.'

"You're a little inconsistent, Sephrenia,' he objected.
"First you try to tell ne that Styrics are unsophisticated,
then you come up with an expl anation so conplicated

that | can't even followit. Wiy don't you just say what
you nean?’

' Azash has al ways dom nated the minds of his followers,'
she replied, 'and for the nost part, they've been
Styrics. If Annias and Martel both start behaving like
Styrics, it raises some very interesting possibilities,
woul dn't you say?

"I'"msorry, Sephrenia, but | can't accept that. Watever
other faults he may have, Martel's still an El ene, and
Annias is a churchman. Neither one of them would give
his soul to Azash.'

' Not consciously, perhaps, but Azash has ways to

subvert the mnds of people he finds useful.’

"Where does all this |ead?

"I"'mnot entirely sure, but it seens that Azash has sone
reason to want Annias to be the new Archprelate. It's
sonet hing we might want to keep in nind. If Azash is
controlling Annias and Martel, they're both going to be
thinking like Styrics, and Styrics don't react very fast
when they're surprised. It's a racial trait. Surprise could
be our best weapon.'

'WAs that why you were so angry with nme - because
surprised you?

"Of course. | thought you knew that."

"Next time, I'lIl try to warn you.'

"I'd appreciate that.

Two days later their ship entered the estuary of the River
Ucera and sailed up towards the El enian port city of
Vardenais. As they approached the wharves, however,
Sparhawk saw trouble. Men in red tunics were patrolling
the waterfront.

"Now what ?' Kurik asked as the two of them crouched
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behind a | ow deckhouse to keep out of sight.

Sparhawk frowned. '| suppose we could sail across the
bay and go inland on the Arcian side.

"if they' re watching the seaports, they're bound to be
patrolling the border as well. Use your head, Sparhawk.'

' Maybe we coul d slip across at night.'

‘"Isn't what we're doing a little too inportant to hang it
all on a "maybe"?' Kurik asked pointedly.

Sparhawk started to swear. 'W've got to get to

Cnmura,' he said. "It's getting close to the tinme when
anot her of the twelve knights is going to die, and | don't
know how nuch nore of the wei ght Sephrenia can carry.

Thi nk, Kurik. You're always better at tactics than | am'
"That's because | don't wear arnour. The sense of
invincibility does funny things to a man's brains.

' Thanks,' Sparhawk said dryly.

Kurik knit his brows in thought.

"Wl | ?' Sparhawk said inpatiently.

"I mworking on it. Don't rush ne.'

"W're getting closer to the wharf, Kurik."

"I can see that. Can you tell if they're searching any of
t he shi ps?’

Sparhawk rai sed his head and peered over the top of

t he deckhouse. 'They don't seemto be.'

' Good. That means we won't have to nake any

spur - of -t he- nonent deci si ons. W can go bel ow and

work this out.'

"Any ideas at all?

"you' re pushing, Sparhawk,' Kurik said di sapprovingly.
That's one of your failings, you know. You always want to
dash into the mddle of things before you' ve thought your
way conpl etely through what you're going to do.'

Their ship hove to beside a tar-sneared wharf, and the
sailors cast lines to the | ongshorenen clustered there.
Then they ran out the gangway and began to carry boxes
and bal es down to the wharf.

There was a clattering sound fromthe hold, and Faran
trotted up on deck. Sparhawk stared at his war horse in
amazenent. Flute sat cross-legged on the big roan's
broad back pl ayi ng her pipes. The nel ody she pl ayed

was a peculiarly drowsy one, alnost like a lullaby. Before
Sparhawk and Kurik could run to intercept her, she
tapped Faran's back with the side of her foot, and he

pl acidly wal ked down the gangway to the wharf.

"What is she doing? Kurik exclained.

"I can't even begin to guess. Get Sephrenia - fast!

On the wharf, Flute rode directly towards the squad of
church soldiers stationed at the far end. The sol diers had
been cl osely examnining every di senbarki ng Passenger

and sailor, but they paid no attention to Flute and the
roan horse. She inpudently rode back and forth in front
of them several tines, then turned. She seened to be

| ooking directly at Sparhawk and, still playing her pipes,
she raised one little hand and nmotioned to him

He stared at her

She nade a little face and then quite deliberately rode
directly through the soldiers' ranks. They absently
stepped aside for her, but not one of them so much as

| ooked at her.

"What's goi ng on down there?' he denanded as

Sephrenia and Kurik joined himbehind the deckhouse.
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"I"mnot altogether sure,' Sephrenia replied, frowning.
"Way aren't the soldiers paying any attention to her?
Kuri k asked as Flute rode through the ranks of red tunics
once agai n.

"l don't think they can see her.

"But she's right there in front of them'

'That doesn't seemto matter.' Her face slowy took on
an expression of wonder. 'I'd heard about this,' she
murnured. "l thought it was just an old folk tale, but
perhaps | was wong.' She turned to Sparhawk. 'Has she

| ooked back at the ship at all since she rode down onto

t hat wharf?'

"She sort of notioned to ne to follow her,' he said.
"You're sure?

"That's the way it | ooked to ne.'

She drew in a deep breath. 'Well,' she said, 'there's one
way to find out, | suppose.' Before Sparhawk coul d stop
her, she rose and wal ked out from behind the deckhouse.
"Sephrenia!' he called after her, but she continued on
across the deck as if she had not heard him She reached
the rail and stood there.

"She's right out in plain sight,' Kurik said in a strangl ed
t one.

"l can see that.'

"The soldiers are certain to have a description of her
Has she gone out of her m nd?

"l doubt it. Look.' Sparhawk pointed towards the

sol diers on the wharf. Although Sephrenia was standing
in plain view, they did not even appear to | ook at her

Fl ute, however, saw her and nade another of those
inmperious little gestures.

Sephreni a sighed and | ooked at Sparhawk. 'Wiit

here,' she said.

"Wait where?

"Here - on board ship.' She turned, wal ked to the
gangway and went on down to the wharf.

"That rips it,' Sparhawk said bleakly, rising to his feet
and drawing his sword. Quickly he counted the soldiers
on the wharf. 'There aren't that many of them' he said to
Kurik. '"if we can take them by surprise, there mght be a
chance.'

"Not a very good one, Sparhawk. Let's wait a nonent

and see what happens.'

Sephreni a wal ked up the wharf and stopped directly in
front of the soldiers.

They ignored her

She spoke to them

They paid no attention

Then she turned back towards the ship. "It's all right,
Sparhawk,' she called. 'They can't see us - or hear us.
Bring the other horses and our things.'

"Magi c?' Kurik asked in a stunned voi ce.

"Not any kind that | ever heard about,' Sparhawk

replied.
"l guess we'd better do what she says, then,' Kurik
advi sed, 'and sort of immediately. I1'd hate to be right in

the mddl e of those soldiers when the spell wears off.’
It was eerie to wal k down the gangway in plain view of
the church soldiers and to saunter casually up the wharf
until they were face to face with them The soldiers
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expressi ons were bored, and they gave no indication that
anything at all was amiss. They routinely stopped every
sai l or and passenger |eaving the wharf, but paid no
attention whatsoever to Sparhawk, Kurik, and the

horses. The sol diers stepped out of the way with no
command fromtheir corporal and i mediately cl osed

ranks again once' Sparhawk and Kurik had |l ed the horses
of f the wharf and onto the cobbl estones of the street.
Wthout a word, Sparhawk lifted Flute down from

Faran's back and saddled the big roan. "All right,' he said
to Sephrenia when he had finished, 'how did she do it?

' The usual way.'

"But she can't talk - or at |east she doesn't. How did she
cast the spell?

"Wth her pipes, Sparhawk. | thought you knew that.

She doesn't speak the spell, she plays it on her pipes.
"is it possible? H s tone was incredul ous.

"you just saw her do it.'

"Could you do it that way?

She shook her head. 'I'mjust a bit tone deaf,

Spar hawk, ' she confessed. "I can't really tell one note
fromanother, except in a general sort of way, and the
mel ody has to be very precise. Shall we go, then?

They rode up through the streets of Vardenais fromthe
har bour .

"Are we still invisible? Kurik asked.

"W're not actually invisible, Kurik,' Sephrenia
replied, wapping her cloak about Flute, who stil played
the drowsy tune on her pipes. '"If we were, we wouldn't
be able to see each other.

"I don't understand at all.'

"The soldiers knew we were there, Kurik. They

st epped out of the way for us, renmenber? They just

chose not to pay any attention to us.'

' Chose?'

'Perhaps that was the wong word. Let's say they were
encouraged not to.'

They rode out through the north gate of Vardenais

wi t hout being stopped by the guards posted there and
were soon on the high road to G nmura. The weat her

had changed since they had | eft El enia many weeks
before. The chill of wi nter had gone now, and the first
buddi ng | eaves of spring tipped the branches of the trees
at the sides of the road. Peasants pl odded across their
fields behind their ploughs, turning over the rich black
| oam The rains had passed, and the sky was bright bl ue,
dotted here and there with puffy white clouds. The
breeze was fresh and warm and the earth snelled of
grow h and renewal. They' had di scarded their

Rendori sh robes before | eaving the ship, but Sparhawk

still found his mail coat and padded tunic unconfortably
war m

Kuri k was | ooking out at the freshly ploughed fields
they passed with an appraising eye. "I hope the boys
have finished with the ploughing at hone,' he said. 'I'd

hate to have that chore in front of ne when | get back.'
"Aslade will see to it that they get it done,' Sparhawk
assured him

"You're probably right." Kurik made a wy face. 'Wen

you get right down to it, she's a better farnmer than | am'
"Wnen always are,' Sephrenia told him 'They're
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nore in tune with the noon and the seasons. In
Styricum wonen al ways nanage the fields.'
"What do the nen do?

"As little as possible.

It took themnearly five days to reach G mura, and they
arrived on an early spring afternoon. Sparhawk reined in
atop a hill a mle or so west of town. 'Can she do it again?
he asked Sephreni a.

' Can who do what again?'

"Flute. Can she neke peopl e ighore us again?'

"I don't know. Wy don't you ask her?

"Why don't you ask her? | don't think she likes ne.'
"What ever gave you that idea? She adores you.'

Sephrenia | eaned forward slightly and spoke in Styric to
the little girl who rested agai nst her

Fl ute nodded and made an obscure kind of circling
gesture with one hand.

"What did she say?' Sparhawk asked.

" Approxi mately that the chapterhouse is on the other
side of G mmura. She suggests that we circle the city
rather than ride through the streets.'

" Approxi mat el y?

"I't loses a great deal in translation

"All right. We'll do it her way, then. | definitely don't
want Annias to find out that we're back in G nmura.’
They rode on around the city, Passing through open
fields and sparse woodl ands and keeping about a mle
back fromthe city wall. C mmura was not an attractive
city, Sparhawk decided. The peculiar combination of its
| ocation and the prevailing weather seened to capture
the snoke fromits thousands of chimeys and to hold it
in a continual pall just above the roof tops. That |owering
cl oud of snoke made the place | ook perpetually griny.
They finally reached a thicket about a half-nile from
the walls of the chapterhouse. Once again the | and was
dotted with peasants at work, and the road | eadi ng out
fromthe east gate was alive with brightly dressed
travel l ers.

"Tell her it's tine,' Sparhawk said to Sephrenia. 'I'd

i mgine that a fair nunber of those people out there are
wor ki ng for Annias.'

"She knows, Sparhawk. She's not stupid.’

"No. Only alittle flighty.'

Flute nmade a face at himand began to play her pipes. It
was that sane |ethargic, alnpbst drowsy tune she had

pl ayed in Vardenais.

They started across the field towards the few houses
clustered outside the chapterhouse. Though he was certain
that the people they passed would pay no attention to
them Sparhawk instinctively tensed at each encounter

' Rel ax, Sparhawk,' Sephrenia ordered himcrisply.
"You're making it harder for her.'

"Sorry, ' he munbl ed. 'Habit, | guess.'Wth some effort

he pulled a kind of cal mabout hinself.

A nunber of worknen were repairing the road that |ed

up to the' gates of the fortress.

' Spies,' Kurik grunted.

"How do you know that?' Sparhawk asked.

"Look at the way they're |aying the cobbl estones,

Spar hawk. They haven't got the faintest idea of what
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they're doing.'

"I't does look a bit slipshod, doesn't it?" Sparhawk
agreed, looking critically at the section of newy laid
stone as they rode past the unseeing road gang.

"Anni as nust be getting old,' Kurik said. 'He never
used to be this obvious.'

"He's got a lot on his mnd, | guess.

They clattered up the road to the drawbridge and then
on across it and into the courtyard, passing the indifferent
quartet of arnoured knights on guard at the gate.

A young novice was drawing water fromthe well in

the centre of the courtyard, |aboriously w nding the
creaki ng wi ndl ass nounted at the well mouth. Wth a
final little flourish, Flute took her pipes fromher I|ips.
The novi ce choked out a startled oath and reached for
his sword. The wi ndl ass squeal ed as the bucket plunmeted
down agai n.

' Easy, brother,' Sparhawk told him disnounting.

"How did you get past the gate? the novice exclai ned.
"You woul dn't believe it," Kurik told him sw nging
down from his gelding s back.

"Forgive ne, Sir Sparhawk,' the novice stammered

"You startled ne.'

"It's all right,' Sparhawk assured him 'Has Kalten got
back yet ?'

"Yes, ny Lord. He and the knights fromthe other

orders arrived sone tine back.

'God. Do you know where | might find then?

"I believe they're with Lord Vanion in his study.

' Thank you. Whuld you see to our horses?

"OfF course, Sir Sparhawk.'

They entered the chapterhouse and went down the

central corridor towards the south end of the building.
Then they clinbed the narrow flight of stairs to the

t ower .
"Sir Sparhawk,' one of the young knights on guard at
the top said respectfully, "I'll advise Lord Vani on that

you' ve arrived.'

' Thank you, brother,' Sparhawk said.
The kni ght tapped on the door, then opened it. 'Sir
Sparhawk is here, nmy Lord,' he reported to Vanion
"It's about tine,' Sparhawk heard Kalten's voice inside
the room

"Please go in, Sir Sparhawk,' the young kni ght said,
st eppi ng asi de and bow ng.
Vanion sat at the table. Kalten, Bevier, Uath and
Tynian had risen fromtheir seats and cone forward to
greet Sparhawk and the others. Berit and Talen sat on a
bench in the corner

" When did you get in? Sparhawk asked as Kalten
roughly cl asped hi s hand.

"Early last week,' the blond man replied. 'Wat kept
you?'

"W had a long way to go, Kalten,' Sparhawk protested.
Wordl essly he gripped the hands of Tynian, U ath, and
Bevi er. Then he bowed to Vanion. 'My Lord,' he said.

' Spar hawk, ' Vani on nodded.

"Did you get nmy nessages?

"if there were only two, | did.'

'Good. Then you're fairly well up-to-date on what's
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goi ng on down there.'

Vani on, however, was | ooking closely at Sephreni a.
"You're not looking too well, little nother,' he said.
"I''"lIl be all right,' she said, passing one hand wearily
across her eyes.

"Sit down,' Kalten said, holding a chair for her

' Thank you.'

"What happened in Dabour, Sparhawk?' Vanion

asked, his eyes intent.

"W found that physician,' Sparhawk reported. 'As it
turns out, he did in fact cure sonme people who'd been
poi soned with the sane thing Annias gave the Queen.
"Thank God!' Vanion said, letting his breath out
expl osi vel y.

"Don't be too quick about that, Vanion,' Sephrenia told
him 'We know what the cure is, but we've got to find it
before we can use it.’'

"I don't quite follow you.'

'The poison is extrenely potent. The only way to
counteract it is through the use of magic.

"Did the physician give you the spell he used?
"Apparently there's no spell involved. There are a
nunber of objects in the world that have enornous
power. W have to find one of them'

He frowned. 'That could take tine,' he said. 'People
usual Iy hide those things to keep them from being stol en.
"I know.'

"Are you absolutely certain you've identified the right
poi son?' Kalten asked Sparhawk.

Spar hawk nodded. "I got confirmation from Martel,"'

he sai d.

"Martel, you actually gave himtine to talk before you
killed hin®

"I didn"t kill him The tine wasn't right.'

"Any tine is right for that, Sparhawk.

"I felt that way nyself when |I first saw him but
Sephreni a persuaded the two of us to put away our

swords. '

"I"'mterribly disappointed in you, Sephrenia,' Kalten
sai d.

"You al nbst had to have been there to understand,' she
replied.

"Way didn't you just get whatever it was the physician
used to cure those ot her people? Tynian asked

Spar hawk.

'Because he ground it to a powder, mxed it with w ne,
and had themdrink it.'

'is that the way it's supposed to be done?

"No, as a matter of fact, it's not. Sephrenia spoke to him
rat her sharply about that.'

"I think you'd better start at the beginning,' Vanion
sai d.

"Right,' Sparhawk agreed, taking a chair. Briefly he
told them about Arashamis 'holy talisnman' and about the
pl oy that had got theminto the old man's tent.

"You were being awfully free with the nanme of ny

ki ng, Sparhawk,' Tyni an obj ect ed.

"W don't necessarily need to tell himabout it, do we?'
Sparhawk replied. "I needed to use the nane of a

ki ngdom a | ong way from Rendor. Arasham probably

has only the vaguest idea of where Deira is.'
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"Way didn't you say you were from Thal esia, then?

"l doubt if Arashanis ever heard of Thal esia. Anyway,

the "holy talisman turned out to be a fake. Martel was
there and he was trying to persuade the old lunatic to
postpone his uprising until the time of the election of the
new Archprelate.' He went on to describe the nmeans by

whi ch he had overturned the white-haired man's schene.

"My friend,' Kalten said admringly, 'I'm proud of
you. '

' Thank you, Kalten,' Sparhawk said nodestly. "It did
turn out rather well, | thought.

"He's been patting hinself on the back ever since we
came out of Arashanis tent,' Sephrenia said. She | ooked
at Vanion. 'Kerris died,' she told himsadly.

Vani on nodded, his face sonmbre. "I know,' he said.

"How did you find out?

"His ghost came to us to deliver his sword to
Sephrenia,' Sparhawk told him 'Vanion, we're going to
have to do sonething about that. She can't go on carrying
all those swords and everything they synbolize. She gets
weaker every time sonebody gives her another one.
"I"mall right, Sparhawk,' she insisted.

"I hate to contradict you, little nother, but you're
definitely not all right. It's all you can do right nowto hold
up your head. About two nore of those swords is all its

going to take to put you on your knees.'

"Where are the swords now?' Vanion asked.

"W brought a mule with us,' Kurik replied. 'They're in
a box in his pack.'

woul d you get them for ne, please?

"Right away,' Kurik said, going to the door

"What have you got in mnd, Vanion?' Sephrenia asked
suspi ci ousl y.

"I"'mgoing to take the swords.' He shrugged. 'And
everything that goes with them'

"You can't.’

"Ch, yes, | can, Sephrenia. | was in the throne room
too, and | know which spell to use. You don't have to be
the one who has to carry them Any one of us who were
there can do it."'

"You're not strong enough, Vanion.'

"When you get down to it, | could carry you and
everything you' ve got in your arns, ny teacher, and
right now you're nore inportant than | am'

"But -' she started.

He held up his hand. 'The di scussion is ended,
Sephrenia. | amthe preceptor. Wth or w thout your
perm ssion, |I'mtaking those swords away from you.

"You don't know what it neans, ny dearest one. |
won't let you.' Her face was suddenly wet with tears, and
she wrung her hands in an uncharacteristic display of

human enotion. "I won't |let you.

"You can't stop ne,' he said in a gentle voice. "I can cast
the spell without your help, if I have to. If you want to
keep your spells a secret, little nother, you shouldn't

chant them out |oud, you know. You should know by
now that |'ve got a very retentive nenory.'

She stared at him 'I'm shocked at you, Vanion,' she
decl ared. 'You were not so unkind when you were
young.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (260 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

"Life is filled with these little disappointnents, isn't it?
he sai d urbanely.

"l can stop you,' she cried, still winging her hands.
"You forget just how nmuch stronger | amthan you are.
There was a shrill triunph in her voice.

"Cf course you are. That's why |I'd have to call in help.

Coul d you deal with ten knights all chanting in unison? -
or fifty? - or half a thousand?

"That's unfair!' she exclainmed. "I did not know that you
woul d go this far, Vanion - and | trusted you.'

"And well you shoul d, dear one,' he said, assum ng
suddenly the superior role, '"for I will not permt you to
make this sacrifice. I'll force you to submt to ne, because
you know I'mright. You'll release the burden to ne,
because you know that what you have to do is nore

i mportant than anything else right now, and you'l
sacrifice anything to do what we both know nust be

done."'

" Dear one,' she began in an agoni zed voice. 'MW

dearest one -'

"As | said,' he cut her off, 'the discussion is ended."'
There was a |l ong and awkward sil ence as Sephrenia and
Vanion stood with their eyes | ocked on each others face.
"Did the physician in Dabour give you any hints about

whi ch obj ects might cure the Queen?' Bevier asked

Sparhawk a bit uneasily.

'He mentioned a spear in Daresia, several rings in

Zenoch, a bracel et sonmewhere in Pelosia, and a jewel on
the royal crown of Thal esia.

U ath grunted. 'The Bhelliom'

'That solves it, then,' Kalten said. 'W go to Thal esi a,
borrow Wargun's crown, and cone back here with it.'
"Wargun doesn't have it,' Uath told him

"What do you mean, WArgun doesn't have it? He's the

King of Thalesia, isn't he?

'That crown was |ost five hundred years ago.'

"Could we possibly find it?

"Alnost anything is possible, | suppose,' the big

Thal esi an replied, 'but people have been | ooking for it for
five hundred years wi thout much success. Do we have

that kind of tinme?

"What is this Bhellion?'" Tynian asked him

'The | egends say that it's a very |large sapphire carved

in the shape of a rose. It's supposed to have the power of
the Troll-CGods init.'

"Does it?

"I wouldn't know. |'ve never seen it. It's lost, renenber?
There are bound to be other objects,' Sephrenia

declared. "W live in a world with magic all around us. In
all of the aeons since the beginning of time, 1'd inagine
that the Gods have seen fit to create any nunber of things
with the kind of power we're |ooking for.'

"Why not just make one?' Kalten asked. 'Get a grouP of
peopl e toget her and have them cast a spell on sonething

- sone jewel or stone or ring or whatever?

"Now | can see why you never becane proficient in the
secrets, Kalten.' Sephrenia sighed. 'You don't even
understand the basic principles. All magic conmes from

the Gods, not fromus. They allow us to borrow - if W

ask themin the proper fashion - but they won't let us
make the kind of thing we're looking for in this case. The

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Dav...-%20Elenium%201%20The%20Diamond%20Throne.txt (261 of 270) [1/17/03 2:49:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave¥20Eddings/Eddings,%620David%20-%20El enium%6201%20T he%20Diamond%20T hrone.txt

power that's instilled in these objects is a part of the
power of the Gods thenselves, and they don't sacrifice
that sort of thing lightly.'

"Ch,' the blond man said. "I didn't know that."'
"You should have. | told you about it when you were
fifteen.'

"I must have forgotten.'
"About all we can do is start |ooking,' Vanion said. 'I'l

send word to the other preceptors. W'IIl have every
Church Knight in all four order's working on it.
"And 1'Il get word to the Styrics in the nountains,"

Sephreni a added. 'There are nmany such things known

only to Styricum'

"Did anything interesting happen in Madel ?' Sparhawk
asked Kal ten.

"Not really,' Kalten replied. 'W caught a few glinpses
of Krager, but always froma distance. By the tine we got
close to where he'd been, he'd given us the slip. He's a
tricky little weasel, isn't he?

Spar hawk nodded. 'That's what made ne finally

realize that he was being used as bait. Could you get any
i dea of what he was doi ng?

"No. We could never get close enough. He was up to
sonet hi ng, though. He was scurrying around Madel |ike

a nouse in a cheese factory.'

"Did Adus drop out of sight?

‘"More or less. Talen and Berit saw hi monce - when he

and Krager rode out of town.'

"Which way were they going?" Sparhawk asked the

boy. Tal en shrugged. They were headed back towards
Borrata the last time we saw them' he said. They m ght
have changed direction once they got out of sight, though.'
"The big one had sone bandages on his head, Sir

Sparhawk,' Berit reported,"and his armwas in a sling.
Kalten |l aughed. "It seens that you got a bigger piece of
hi mthan either one of us realized, Sparhawk,' he said.

"I was trying,' Sparhawk said grimy. 'Getting rid of
Adus is one of nmy main goals in life.'

The door opened, and Kurik came back in carrying the
wooden case containing the swords of the fallen knights.
"You insist on doing this, Vanion?' Sephrenia asked.

"I don't see that there's any choice,' he replied. 'You have
to be fit to nove around. | can do ny job sitting down - or
lying in bed - or dead, Probably, if it comes to that.'
The novenent was but a faint one of Sephrenia's eyes.

She | ooked for the briefest instant at Flute, and the little
girl gravely nodded her head. Sparhawk was positive

that only he had w tnessed the exchange, for sone

reason it troubled him profoundly.

"Only take the swords one at a tine,' Sephrenia
instructed Vanion. 'The weight is considerable, and
you'll need to give yourself time to get used to it.
"I've held swords before, Sephrenia.

"Not |ike these, and it's not the weight of the swords
I"mtal king about. It's the weight of all that goes with
them' She opened the case, and took out the sword of Sir
Parasim the young kni ght whom Adus had killed in

Arcium She took the bl ade and gravely extended the hilt
across her forearmto Vanion.

He rose and took it fromher. 'Correct ne if | nake any
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nm st akes,' he said and started to chant in Styric. Sephrenia
rai sed her voice with his, though her tone was softer, |ess
certain, and her eyes were filled with doubt. The spell rose
to a climx, and Vani on suddenly sagged, his face turning
grey. 'God!' he gasped, al nost dropping the sword.

"Are you all right, dear one?' Sephrenia asked sharply,
reachi ng out and touching him

‘Let me get ny breath for a mnute,' Vanion said. 'How

can you stand this, Sephrenia?

"W do what we nust,' she replied. "I feel better
al ready, Vanion. There's no need for you to take the
ot her two.'

"Yes, there is. We're going to | ose another of the twelve
of us any day now, and his ghost will deliver another
sword to you. I'mgoing to see to it that your hands are
free when it conmes.' He straightened. '"All right,' he said
grimMy. 'Gve ne the next one.

N
*Chapt er 25

Spar hawk found that he was unusually tired that

eveni ng. The rigours of what had taken place in Rendor
seened to catch up with himall at once, but despite his
weari ness, he tossed and turned fitfully on the narrow

cot inthe cell-like room The moon was full, and it cast its
pal e Iight through the narrow wi ndow directly into
Sparhawk's face. He nuttered a sour oath and covered

his head with his blanket to hide his eyes fromthe |ight.
Per haps he dozed, or perhaps not. He hovered on the

verge of sleep for what seened hours, but, try though he

m ght to slip through that soft door, he could not. He
threw of f his blanket and sat up.

It was spring, or very nearly. It seenmed that the w nter
had been interm nable, but what had he really acconplished?
The nonths had sliPPed away, and with them

Ehlana's life. Was he really any closer to freeing her from
her crystal entonmbnent? In the cold |ight of the m dnight
nmoon, he suddenly cane face to face with a chilling
thought. Mght it not be entirely possible that all of the
schenmi ng and the conplicated plots of Annias and

Martel had been with but a single aim- to delay him to
fill the tine Ehlana had left with senseless activity? He
had been dashing fromcrisis to crisis since he had
returned to G mura. Perhaps the plots of his enenies

had not been intended to succeed Perhaps their Only

pur pose had been delay. He felt sonmehow that he was
bei ng mani pul ated and that whoever was behind it was
taking pleasure in his anger and frustration, toying with
himw th cruel amusenent. He | ay back again to consider
t hat .

It was a sudden chill that awoke him a cold that
seenmed to penetrate to his bones, and he knew even

bef ore he opened his eyes that he was not al one.

An armoured figure stood at the foot of his cot, with

t he nmoonlight gl eanming on the enanelled bl ack steel

The fam liar charnel house reek filled the room

" Awaken, Sir Sparhawk,' the figure commanded in a
chillingly hollow tone. 'I would have words w th thee.
Sparhawk sat up. 'I'm awake, brother,' he replied. The
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spectre raised its visor, and Sparhawk saw a fanmiliar face.
"II"'msorry, Sir Tanis,' he said.

"All men die,' the ghost intoned, 'and ny death was

not without purpose. That thought al one doth confort

me in the House of the Dead. Attend to ne, Sparhawk,

for my tine with thee nmust be short. | bring thee
instructions. This is the purpose for which | died.
"I will hear thee, Tanis,' Sparhawk proni sed.

"Go thou then this very night to the crypt which doth
lie beneath the cathedral of C mura. There shalt thou
nmeet anot her restless shade which will instruct thee
further in the course which thou nust follow'

'Whose shade?’

" Thou shalt know him Sparhawk.

"I will do as you command, mny brother.

The spectre at the foot of the cot drewits sword. 'And

now | rust |eave thee, Sparhawk,' it said. 'l nust deliver
up my sword 'ere | return to the endl ess silence.

Spar hawk sighed. "I know,' he said.

"Hail then, brother, and farewell,' the ghost concluded '
Renenber nme in thy prayers. ' Then the

arnoured figure turned and wal ked silently fromthe

room

The towers of the cathedral of Cmura blotted out the
stars, and the pale nmoon lay | ow on the western horizon
filling the streets with silvery light and inky

shadows. Sparhawk noved silently down a narrow

al | eyway and stopped in the dense shadow at its nouth.

He was directly across the street fromthe main doors of
the cathedral. Beneath his traveller's cloak he wore nai
and his plain sword was belted at his waist.

He felt a peculiar detachment as he stared across the
street at the pair of church soldiers standing guard at the
cat hedral door. Their red tunics were | eeched of all colour
by the pal e noon, and they | eaned inattentively against
the stones of the cathedral wall.

Spar hawk consi dered the situation. The guarded door

was the only way into the cathedral. Al others would be
| ocked. By tradition, however, if not by Church |aw,

| ocki ng of the main doors of any church was forbidden

The guards woul d be sleepy and far fromalert the

street was not wi de. One quick rush would elimnate the
probl em Sparhawk strai ghtened and reached for his

sword. Then he stopped. Sonething seemed wong with

the notion. He was not squeamni sh, but it seemed

somehow that he should not go to this neeting with

bl ood on his hands. Then, too, he decided, two bodies
lying on the cathedral steps would announce | ouder than
words that soneone had gone to a great deal of trouble to
get inside.

Al'l he really needed was about a minute to cross the
street and slip through the doors. He thought about it.
What woul d be nost likely to pull the soldiers fromtheir
posts? He cane up with a hal f-dozen possibilities but

he finally settled on one. He sniled when the notion

came to him He ran over the spell in his mnd, nmaking
sure that he had all the words right, and then he began to
mutter under his breath in Styric.

The spell was farely long. There were a number of

details he wanted to get exactly right. Wen it was done,
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he rai sed his hand and rel eased it.

The figure that appeared at the end of the street was
that of a woman. She wore a velvet cloak with its hood
thrown back, and her |ong bl onde hair tunbl ed down

her back. Her face was |ovely beyond belief. She wal ked
towards the doors of the cathedral with a seductive grace
and, when she reached the steps, she stopped, |ooking

up at the now fully awake pair of guards. She did not
speak. Speech woul d have unnecessarily conplicated

the spell, and she did not need to say anything. Slowy,
she unfastened the neck of her cloak and then opened it
Beneat h the cl oak, she was naked.

Sparhawk coul d clearly hear the suddenly hoarse breathing of the two soldiers.
Then, with inviting gl ances over her shoul der, she

wal ked back up the street. The two guards | ooked after
her, then at each other, then up and down the street to be
sure that no one was watching. They | eaned their pikes
agai nst the wall beside them and ran down the

st eps.

The figure of the wonman had stopped beneath the

torch flaring at the corner. She beckoned again, then
stepped out of the |ight and di sappeared up the side
street.

The guards ran after her

Spar hawk was out of the shadows at the nmouth of the

all ey before the pair had rounded the corner. He was
across the street in seconds, and he bounded up the steps
two at a tinme, seized the heavy handl e of one of the great
arched doors and pulled Then he was inside He sniled
faintly to hinself, wondering how | ong the soldiers

woul d search for the now vani shed apparition he had

creat ed.

The inside of the cathedral was dimand cool, snelling

of incense and candl e wax. Two | one tapers, on

either side of the altar, burned fitfully, stuttering in the
faint breath of night air that had foll owed Sparhawk into
the nave. Their light was little nore than two flickering
pi npoints that were reflected only faintly in the gemencrusted
gol d decorating the altar.

Spar hawk nmoved silently down the central aisle his

shoul ders tense and senses alert. Although it was

ni ght, there was always the possibility that one of the
many churchrmen who lived within the confines of the
cathedral might be up and about, and Sparhawk

preferred to keep his visit a secret and to avoid
confrontations.

He knelt perfunctorily before the altar, rose,

and noved out of the nave into the dim latticed corridor
| eadi ng towards the chancel

There was |ight ahead, dimbut steady. Sparhawk

moved quietly, keeping close to the wall. A curtained
archway stood before him and he carefully parted the
thick purple drapes a finger's width and peered in.

The Primate Annias, garbed not in satin but in

monk's cloth, knelt before a small stone altar inside the
sanctuary. His emaciated features were twisted in an
agony of self-loathing, and he wung his hands together
as if he would tear his fingers fromtheir sockets. Tears
streanmed openly down his face, and his breath rasped
hoarsely in his throat.

Sparhawk' s face went bl eak, and his hand went to his
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sword hilt. The soldiers at the cathedral door had been
one thing. Killing themwould have served no purpose.
Anni as however was an entirely different

matter. The prinate was alone. A quick rush and a single
thrust would renove this filthy infection fromEl enia
once and for all.

For a nonent the life of the Primate of C mmura hung

in the bal ance as Sparhawk, for the first tine in his life,
contenpl ated the deliberate nurder of an unarnmed man.

But then he seened to hear a light, girlish voice and saw
before hima wealth of pale blonde hair and a pair of
unwavering grey eyes. Regretfully, he let the velvet
drapes close again and went to serve his Queen, who,

even in her slunber, had reached out with her gentle

hand to save his soul

"Anot her tinme, Annias,' he whispered under his

breath. Then he went on down the corridor past the
chancel towards the entrance to the crypt.

The crypt lay beneath the cathedral, and entry was

gai ned by wal king down a flight of stone stairs. A single
tallow candle glittered at the top of the stairs, set in a
grease-encrusted sconce. Careful to nake no noi se,

Spar hawk snapped the candle in two, re-lit the fragnent
remaining in the sconce and went on down, holding his

hal f-candl e al of t.

The door at the bottomof the stairs was of heavy

bronze. Sparhawk cl osed his fist about the |atch and
twisted very slowy until he felt the bolt grate open
Then, a fraction of an inch at a tine, he opened the thick
door. The faint creaking of the hinges seened very | oud
in the silence, but Sparhawk knew that the sound woul d
not carry up to the main floor of the church, and Anni as
was too caught up in his personal agonizing to hear
anyway.

The inside of the criPt was a vast, |ow place, cold and
musty-snelling. The circle of yellow |light from Sparhawk's
bit of candle did not reach far, and beyond that

circle huge expanses lay lost in darkness. The arched
buttresses whi ch supported the roof were draped with
cobwebs, and dense shadows clotted the far

corners. Sparhawk placed his back agai nst the bronze

door and very slowy closed it again. The sound of it

cl osi ng echoed through the crypt |ike the hollow crack of
doom

The shadowed crypt extended back to utter

darkness far under the nave of the cathedral. Beneath the
vaul ted ceiling and the web-draped buttresses lay the
former rulers of Elenia, rank upon silent rank of them
each enclosed in a |eprous narble tonb with a

| eaden effigy reposing on its top. Two thousand years of
El enian history lay mouldering slowy into dust in this
dank cellar. The wicked | ay beside the virtuous the
stupi d bedded down with the wi se. The universa

| evel | er had brought themall to this sane place the
customary funerary scul pture decorated the stone topss
and the corners of many of the sarcophagi, adding an

even nore nournful air to the silent tonb.

Spar hawk shuddered. The hot neeting of bl ood,

flesh, and bright, sharp steel were famliar to himbut
not this cold, dusty silence. He was not sure of exactly
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how to proceed, since the spectre of Sir Tanis had
provided himwith few details. He stood uncertainly by
the bronze door, waiting. Al though he knew it was
foolish, he wapped his hand about his sword hilt, nore
for confort than out of any belief that the weapon at his
side woul d be of any use in this dreadful place.

At first the sound seemed no nore than a breaze, a
vagrant nmovenment of the stale air inside the crypt.

it came again, slightly louder this tine 'Sparhawk" it
sighed in a holl ow whi sper.

Sparhawk lifted his guttering candle peering into the
shadows.

' Spar hawk. ' the whisper cane again.

"I"'mhere.'

' Cone closer.’

The whi sper seenmed to be com ng from sonmewhere

among the nore recent burials. Sparhawk noved

towards them growing nore certain as he did so.

Finally, he stopped before the | ast sarcophagus, the one
bearing the name of King Al dreas, father of Queen

Ehl ana. He stood before the lead effigy of the late king, a
man he was sworn to serve but for whom he had had but
little respect. The scul ptor who had created the effigy had
made sone effort to make Al dreas features | ook regal

but the weakness was still there in the slightly harried
expressi on and the uncertain chin.

"Hail, Sparhawk.' The whi sper came not fromthe

scul ptured formatop the marble lid, but fromwthin the

tomb itself.
"Hail, Aldreas,' Sparhawk repli ed.
"And dost thou still bear me ennmity and hold me in

contenpt, my Chanpion?

A hundred slights and insults | eapt into Sparhawk's

nmnd, a half-score years of humiliation and denigration

by the nman whose sorrowi ng shade now spoke fromthe

hol I ow confines of his nmarbl e sepul chre. But what woul d

it prove to twist a knife in the heart of one already dead?

Quietly, Sparhawk forgave his king. "I never did,
Al dreas,' he lied. 'You were ny king. That's all | needed
to know. '

Thou art kind, Sparhawk,' the hollow voice sighed,
"and thy kindness rends ny insubstantial heart far
nmore than any rebuke.'’

"I"'msorry, Aldreas.'

"I was not suited to wear the crown,' the sepul cural voice
admitted with a nelancholy regret. There were so nany
t hi ngs happening that | didn't understand, and people
around me | thought were ny friends but were not.

"W knew, Aldreas, but there was no way we coul d
protect you. '

"l could not have known of the plots which surrounded

me, could I, Sparhawk?' The ghost seened to have a
desperate need to explain and justify the things Al dreas
had done in life. "I was raised to revere the Church, and

trusted the Primate of G mmura above all others. How
could I have known that his intent was to deceive ne?
"You could not have, Aldreas.' It was not difficult to
say it. Aldreas was no |longer an eneny, and if a few
words woul d confort his guilt-ridden ghost, they cost no
nmore than the breath it took to express them

"But | should not have turned ny back on ny only
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child,' Aldreas said in a voice filled with pain. "it is that
which | repent nost sorely. The primate turned ne

agai nst her, but | should not have listened to his fal se
wor ds. "

' Ehl ana knew that, Aldreas,' Sparhawk said. "She

knew that it was Annias who was her eneny, not you.

There was a | ong pause. 'And what has becone of ny

dear, dear sister?" The late king's words cane out as from
between teeth tightly clenched with hate.

"She's still in the cloister at Denpbs, your Mjesty,
Sparhawk reported in as neutral a tone as he could

manage. "She will die there.'

' Then entonb her there, ny Chanpion,' Al dreas

commanded. 'Do not defile ny slunber by placing ny
murderess at ny side in this place.

" Mur deress?' Sparhawk was stunned.

"My life had becone a burden to her. Her sycophant

and paranmour, Prinmate Annias, arranged to have her
conveyed in secret here to ne. She beguiled ne with

wi | dest abandon, wilder than | had ever known from her

In exhaustion, | took a cup from her hands and drank,

and the drink was death. She taunted nme with that,
standi ng over ny nervel ess body with her flagrant

nudity and her face contorted with hatred and cont enpt

as she reviled nme. Avenge ne, ny Chanpi on. Take

vengeance upon ny foul sister and her twi sted consort,

for they have brought nme | ow and di spossessed ny true
heir, the daughter | ignored and despi sed throughout

her chil dhood."

"As God gives ne breath, it shall be as you say,

Al dreas,' Sparhawk swore.

"And when ny pale little daughter ascends to her

rightful place upon ny throne, tell her, | pray thee, that
I did truly |love her.

"if that, please God, should conme to pass, Aldreas,

I will., !

it nust, Sparhawk. It nust - else all that Elenia hath
ever been shall be as naught. Only Ehlana is the true heir
to the throne of Elenia. | charge thee, do not let nmy throne
be usurped by the fruit of the unclean coupling of ny
sister and the Primate of G nmura.

"My sword shall prevent it, ny King,' Sparhawk

pl edged fervently. "All three will lie dead in their own
bl ood before this week sees its end.

"And thy life as well shall be lost in thy rush to
vengeance, Sparhawk, and how will thy sacrifice restore
my daughter to her rightful place?

Al dr eas, Sparhawk concluded, was far wi ser in death

than he had been in life.

"The tine for vengeance will come in its own proper

order, mny Chanpion,' the ghost told him 'First, however,
I charge thee to restore ny daughter Ehlana. And to

that end | ampernmitted to reveal certain truths to thee.
No nostrumnor talisman of |esser worth may heal ny

child, for only Bhelliomcan make her whol e again.

Spar hawk' s heart sank

'Be not di smayed, Sparhawk, for the tine hath cone

for Bhelliomto energe fromthe place where it hath lain
hi dden and once again to stir the earth with its power. It
nmoves inits own tinme and with its own purpose, and this
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is that tinme, for events have noved nankind to the place
where its purposes nay now be acconplished. No force

inall the world can prevent Bhelliomfromconing forth
into the sunlight again, and whole nations await its

com ng. Be thou the one who finds it, however, for only

in thy hand can its full power be released to roll back the
darkness whi ch even now stal ks the earth. Thou art no

| onger ny Chanpi on, Sparhawk, but the Chanpi on of

all this world. Shouldst thou fail, all will fail.
"And where should | seek, ny King?
"That | amforbidden to reveal. | can, however, tell thee

how to unl eash its power once it lies in thy grasp. The
bl ood-red ring which adorns thy hand and that which in
life adorned mne are older far than we had inmagi ned. He
who fashi oned Bhel li om fashioned the rings, also, and
they are the keys which will unlock the power of the
jewel. !

"But your ring is lost, Aldreas. The Primate of G mmura
tore the pal ace apart again and again searching for it.

A ghostly chuckl e canme fromthe sarcophagus. "I stil

have it, Sparhawk,' Al dreas said. 'After ny dear sister
had given nme her last fatal kiss and departed | had
moments of lucidity. | concealed the ring to deny
possession of it to ny enem es. Despite all the desperate
efforts of the Primate of Ginmmura, it was buried with ne
Thi nk back, Sparhawk. Remenber the old | egends. At

the tinme my fam |y and thine were bonded together by
these rings, thy ancestor gave to mne his own war spear
in token of his allegiance. Thus | return it.’

A ghostly hand rose fromthe sarcophagus hol ding a
short - handl ed, broad-bl aded spear in its grasp. The
weapon was very old, and its synbolic inportance had

been forgotten over the centuries. Sparhawk reached out
his hand and took it fromthe ghostly hand of Al dreas. "I
will carry it with pride, nmy King,' he said.

"Pride is a hollow thing, Sparhawk. The significance of
the spear goes far beyond that. Detach the blade fromthe
shaft and ook within the socket.

Spar hawk set down his candle, put his hand to the

bl ade and tw sted the tough wood of the shaft. Wth a dry
squeak, the two separated. He | ooked into the ancient
steel socket of the blade. The blood-red glitter of a ruby
wi nked back at him

"l have but one nore instruction for thee, ny

Chanpi on,' the ghost continued. "Should it conme to pass
that thy quest reaches its conclusion only after ny
daughter joins me in the House of the Dead, it |ies upon
thee to destroy Bhelliom though this shall surely cost
thee thy life.'

"But how may | destroy a thing of such power?

Spar hawk pr ot est ed.

"Keep thou ny ring in the place where | have conceal ed
it. Should all go well, return it to ny daughter

when she sits again in splendour upon her throne, but
shoul d she die, continue thy quest for Bhelliom though
the search takes thee all the days of thy life. And when it
cones to pass that thou findest it, seize the spear in the
hand which bears thy ring and drive it into the heart of
Bhelliomwith all thy might. The jewel wil be destroyed

- as will therings - and in that act shalt thou | ose thy
life. Fail not in this, Sparhawk, for a dark power doth
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bestride the earth, and Bhelliomnust never fall intoits
hands."'

Spar hawk bowed. 'it shall be as you command, ny

King,' he swore.

A sigh came fromthe sarcophagus. 'it is done, then,’

Al dreas whi spered. "I have done what | could to aid

thee, and this conpletes the task which I |eft unfinished.
Do not fail me. Hail then, Sparhawk, and farewell.'

"Hail and farewell, Aldreas.'

The crypt was still chill and enpty, save for the ranks

of the royal dead. The hol |l ow whisper had fallen silent
now. Sparhawk rejoined the parts of the spear, then
reached out his hand and laid it over the heart of the

| eaden effigy. 'Sleep well, Aldreas,' he said softly. Then
with the ancient spear in his grasp, he turned and quietly
left the tonb.

Thi s concl udes Book One: The Di anbnd Throne of THE
ELENI Um

Book Two: The Ruby Knight will cover the desperate
search for the long-lost Bhelliomthrough far | ands and
strange adventures.
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